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	1. The Watchers

**Welcome to my new fic. I was gonna wait until after "Molten Warrior" was finished, but I'm too impatient for that at this point. This will be the grandest Halo/Mass Effect X-over you have all seen. At least, I hope so.**

**Ladies and gentlemen, I now present "Titulum Peccati."**

IWHBYD

The Reapers are not as invincible as thought. They are weak, having perfected their illusion of dominance, born of absolute arrogance millennia ago. They believe themselves to be flawless. Therein lies their doom.

As weak as they are, there has yet to be a species that can challenge them.

The Reapers created the Mass Relay Network, seeking to guide all of the galaxy's evolution to the point of optimal harvest. The system was perfect, giving rise to space-faring civilizations centuries, even millennia, before they would have discovered such technology. Then, at the height of the cycle, the Reapers moved en masse, relentlessly harvesting every advanced species. Only the primitive, beast-like races were spared to give rise to the next cycle.

Every cycle saw their heroes, the unstoppable war machine, the brilliant scientist. Every cycle saw progress on the weapon-of-many-names, each cycle further than the last. But they all fell the same. Hope was rekindled with the next cycle, but on a false foundation as the Reapers had erased as much as they could of the species of that cycle.

For the longest time, it seemed the galaxy was destined for this eternal loop. The Reapers were seemingly the ultimate authority on the evolutionary paths of all species in the galaxy. None could stand against them.

But there were factors that not even the Reapers could have foreseen. Factors that were never part of their equation.

Factors that could very easily kill a Reaper.

We are the Leviathan, only one of such factors. In our travels through the galaxy, we saw many things, learned many secrets, and watched silently. Being the masters of the Reapers, we had also made the mistake of believing the Reapers nigh-unstoppable. The only force capable of tearing them down, we believed, was our own ranks.

Those mysterious factors were to become a major boon in the upcoming struggle against the Reapers. The day of reckoning was fast approaching for them, and the salvation of all lesser species was right behind that day.

This is one of those stories, not the only story of the Reapers' reckoning, but not the least significant either.

This story is of the Titulum Peccati. The Monument of Sin.


	2. Reparations and Preparations

**Some notes on this story before it begins.**

**I will be taking some liberties with Halo canon, as this story is more or less a sequel to "Molten Warrior." Don't worry, I will still be working on that story as I work on this one. But, I will drop occasional hints here and there on what happened during that time to allow all these folks to survive.**

**But for the full story, you'll have to wait for the completion of those chapters.**

**And now, so it begins.**

IWHBYD

The Conduit sat in the middle of the Presidium lakes, inactive and unassuming. For all intents and purposes, it was, once again, a Prothean Monument to the Mass Relays.

But to Shepard, sitting at a lake-side café while sipping his beer, it stood for the victories over the Reaper, Sovereign and his thrall, Saren. Victories that came at no small cost. The losses of the space battle, the counts of civilian deaths...

And Kaidan.

Shepard didn't regret the decision he made on Virmire to help Ashley out with the bomb. But Kaidan had been a friend to Shepard and a member of his crew.

It was like losing Jenkins all over again. It was times like these when Shepard wondered if it all was truly worth it in the end.

Shepard turned away from the view and looked towards the rest of the café where the crew and squad of the Normandy had set up. From the look of things, Garrus and Wrex were currently having a drink-off, competing to see who would fall over dead-drunk first.

Shepard sipped his beer again and smiled.

Privately, he bet Wrex would win by far. The old Krogan had the benefits of a hardened system characteristic to his race. Wrex would likely out-drink Garrus. But on the other hand, Garrus was probably one of the most stubborn Turians Shepard knew. Garrus could possibly hold on by sheer will-power alone.

They started their competition and Shepard observed the rest of the café.

He noticed a Hanar a few yards away, standing(?) at the guard rail staring(?) across the Presidium. Shepard could tell the Hanar was nervous about something.

Shepard continued his sweep of the restaurant, next seeing an Asari and a Krogan sitting next to each other. It was immediately evident that they were discussing something. Oddly, it was the Asari with the hardened expression and the Krogan carrying a distraught one. There seemed something faintly romantic about it.

Across the way from them sat a Turian General that Shepard recognized. It was General Oraka, drinking again, but he seemed more relaxed this time around than actively trying to drown himself in alcohol. Right by Oraka was the Normandy crew, observing the nearby drink-off of Garrus and Wrex.

Past them, he noticed Tali, Ashley, and Liara quietly observing the others, occasionally smiling.

The last person of interest, though, brought Shepard's observation to a close.

It was a Turian, a high-ranking one in the military if the uniform was any indication. As per the norm with Turians, he was indistinguishable from others of his kind, save for a darker plate coloration and white face paint. He moved with purpose and obvious intent. It didn't take long for Shepard to see that he was the intent of this Turian. Shepard sat a little straighter and set down his glass on noticing this. He wasn't worried, but was more curious as to what the Turian's interest was in Shepard.

"Excuse me," the Turian said as he neared, "but are you the one called Commander Shepard?"

"Yes, how can I help you... general?" Shepard said, noticing the rank at the last second.

"My name is Adrien Victus, and I just want to thank you, on the part of all Turians, for taking down Saren. Given, he was one of the best, if not the best, Spectre Agent the Council had. But he was a disgrace to all that the Turian race stands for and everything the Council seeks to uphold. The bullet from your gun was a gift of mercy to many."

"It wasn't my bullet that ended him," Shepard said.

"Yes, I actually heard the rumors, but wanted to hear it from you," Victus said.

"So what is it that you need?" Shepard said, "Thanking me for what I did a few days ago can't be all that you came to me for."

General Victus said nothing at first, standing from the table to look across the Presidium. Shepard stood and leaned with his back against the rail, waiting patiently for Victus to gather his thoughts. If the flange of his mandibles was any indication, Shepard knew that the General was worried.

"Commander, the task I come to ask of you may seem simple, trivial even," Victus said.

"I'm up for anything to help another out," Shepard said, "with the Council in slight disarray, I've got some free time to help you."

"Thanks for that, but the task I ask of you is of the highest importance. I request that you find a detachment of troops I sent to investigate a Salarian outpost that went silent a few cycles ago," Victus said. "We were providing security for them, so when both the Salarians and our Turian security detachment went silent, it was naturally of high interest to the Turian military."

"If you already sent someone to take care of it, then why are you coming to me?"

"Because, Commander, as of now, I still don't know the status of that detachment," Victus said, his expression dropping, "it was the 28th platoon of the Armiger Legion, a battle-group of 25 Havoc soldiers. They are, simply put, the best of the Turian military. If they can't handle a situation, there are precious few options I have left. Of all the options, I think you are the most able of them all."

Shepard's mouth drew into a taut line, but he continued to listen.

"The Salarian base we were tasked to upkeep was a research center on the moon 2499 Diluvium. It's out of the way, in Sigurd's Cradle, orbiting the gas giant Primordius," Victus said, "I'll send you a dossier and payment, should you accept."

"Give me a couple days for my crew to, ah..." Shepard glanced at the drink-off, "...prepare and I'll take care of it."

General Victus held out his hand, "Thank you, Commander. The research going on in that base is too critical for its silence to go unnoticed."

Shepard took the Turian General's talon in his hand, saying, "only doin' my job, General. But if you don't mind me asking, what exactly was that place researching."

"That's classified, but I'm sure you'll find out," Victus said, "You aren't a Spectre just for shooting stuff up."

Shepard was, indeed, mentally capable. Turians and Salarians working together could mean a multitude of things, but Shepard had a foreboding as his mind began to come up with theories on the research. He was close to pressing the General for more answers, drilling into him for information.

"We'll get it done, General," Shepard said, instead.

Victus nodded, satisfied Shepard would hold up to his end of the deal, and turned to leave the café. Shepard eased back into the chair, taking particular care with the spot on his thigh that narrowly avoided one of Saren's carnage blasts.

"Oh, and Shepard," Victus said, turning from a few tables over.

Shepard looked over, curious.

"For the record, I believe what you stated to the Council, of Saren's ship being a Reaper," Victus said, turning and resuming his march outwards.

Outwardly, Shepard was a blank slate, but within, he was smiling grimly.

_A lotta good a General's belief does. If what Sovereign said is true, it may already be too late._

IWHBYD

_"This cycle is... unique. Watching from my silent hostel in the center of all galactic civilization, I follow the events with... intrigue. Events now unfold that are disturbing in their import._

_"The one called Shepard has displayed a resolve rarely seen in organics. He has traits that draw many to him, and overcomes the barriers of centuries-old hatred. Strange, that such a man from an orphaned background would rise to become so well-known. He appears to desire talking to fighting, words over bullets. Perhaps the ancient phrase 'the pen is mightier than the sword' holds true after all?_

_"I will watch in eager anticipation to how he will deal with the coming storms."_

IWHBYD

_Events are now in motion to shape the entire galaxy. This Harvest will be incomplete, the first in thousands of cycles. Our machined thralls that turned on us will meet with a reckoning._

_But at what cost? To see a catastrophic outbreak of darkness, never before seen or comprehended? To see brother turn on brother, parent devours child?_

_Our synthetic servants were built to preserve life, but turned on that very purpose for an apostate interpretation of the role. This new... Abomination seeks no altruism, buried as it is under a single-minded clouding of blind obedience. This Abomination only seeks to consume, futile in its search to sate its impossible hunger._

_Will this be the end of all life, of all cycles, of all sentience. The darkness must not be breached, but we fear that it will only be overtaken._

_Even now, the human ship "Normandy" is headed to the base of the Abomination. Unprepared as he is, he will fail._

_And when the Exemplar falls, so, too, will all life._

IWHBYD

*Warning: code sette sierra. Anomalous event recorded. Probe coordinates: system 35084, planetoid 43. Anomalous energy signatures detected flaring randomly around planetoid and nearby world. Event lasted for 28 minutes, in which flares of unknown energy occurred. Over 50 occurrences were recorded before a nearby signature knocked out probe communications for [unspecified time] before normal functions resumed. As per protocol number 77647, all scanning equipment was activated and preliminary data was recorded. Sending relevant data to nearest recording station.*


	3. Quarantine Zone

**A/N: I feel pretty stupid now. Owing to the fact that I am completely rewriting the story of "Molten Warrior/A Dangerous Question," my previous note on the continuity of this story is now invalid.**

**So, consider this a mostly-canon Halo crossover with a Post-ME1.**

**IWHBYD**

The flight to 2499 Diluvium was uneventful. With the Relay jumps occurring without incident, and the intermittent stretches of FTL flight passing with no Geth ships popping up, it was relatively peaceful. It was quiet.

The bridge shutters were open, allowing a perfect view of the void beyond. The blackness of the vacuum was interrupted only by the pinpoints of distant stars like pricks in a black sheet. The entire scene was overlaid by the consistent wash of the mass effect field in the foreground.

It was altogether peaceful, a scene that went well with a reclining chair and a soft drink, gentle music playing ambient in the background.

Those that knew the pilot of the Normandy, Jeff "Joker" Moreau, knew that ambient silence was the last thing to be expected on the bridge of the infamous Flight Lieutenant. Even this early in the "morning."

Heavy metal poured from the bridge's speakers at the highest possible volume setting as Joker smoothly guided the ship towards their destination. The sound of it all was too much for conversation to be possible, and one would've thought that the notifications that usually came in would've gone unheard, but years of with such an environment fine-tuned Joker's hearing rather than deafened it.

A near-quiet beep pinged from his console and a small icon appeared on the lower corner of his left-most screen. Habit guided his hand as he opened the ship-wide com channel. Habit guided his other hand to the volume controls and brought his music down to a near-quiet. Not out of any real concern for others and their comfort, but more of a scared caution of what would happen should the resident Krogan go berserk.

_I don't really wanna test Wrex's patience, even if mild annoyance is the closest to a blood-rage I've seen from him, _Joker thought.

"Incoming message from the Citadel, Commander," Joker said. "Patching it through."

-IWHBYD-

"Got it, Joker," Shepard said, rubbing his eyes. With a grunt, he pulled himself up in his bed as he searched blindly in the dark for his uniform. Why this call couldn't wait for the morning was the question burning fiercely in the Commander's mind. He threw on his uniform and quickly lashed his boots on.

From his bunk, he marched into the mess hall, seeing a few Alliance marines still awake and talking about whatever they did at 0300 hours. More than likely the recently-averted attack on the Citadel.

_I wonder if now the Council will acknowledge the existence of sentient life-forms capable of wiping out all life,_ Shepard thought as he ascended the stairs to the CIC.

He took calm breaths, lowering his heart rate and keeping a prayer for patience in his heart. He tried focusing on other things, like if he should take up Garrus on that calibrating offer for his N7 Valiant or even if he should finally buck up and ask Ashley out on a date on their next shore-leave.

The doors slid open at the top of the stairs and the marine guarding the door briefly saluted Shepard. He quickly returned the salute and turned towards the conference room. The quiet hiss of the doors was the only noise as Shepard entered, the quiet eerie after the wild hunt for the rogue Saren.

As the doors shut behind him, he saw the trio of holo-consoles pinging a single yellow light repeatedly, signifying the incoming message. Shepard cleared his throat, straightened his uniform, and brushed off a stray crumb from his late dinner before reaching to the console and tapping the "open link."

Only the middle one of the three platforms activated, the holographic image of Councilor Valern appearing. Making sure his face wasn't betraying his slight annoyance at the lateness of the call, he briefly saluted the councilor.

"Commander Shepard," Valern said. "It is fortunate that I was able to reach you."

"Councilor Valern," Shepard said, interested to see only the one Councilor calling. But unsurprised as it was the STG this base was associated with.

"I've been made aware of your current trip to the Diluvium base. There's no need to explain that," Valern said, "however, I should make you aware of the contents of that base and the potential damage that could be caused should the general public be made aware of it."

"I am perfectly aware of the STG's goals and mission, Councilor," Shepard said, fighting to keep his voice even. "I couldn't care less about your playthings with the STG. All that I am concerned is the lives that I am responsible for."

"Regardless of your stance, I have found that curiosity can prove too great a distraction for one to simply ignore," Valern said. "A breach in information containment protocol is considered an act of treason against the Salarian interests."

"What are you getting at, Councilor?" said Shepard.

Valern glared momentarily for Shepard's forwardness.

"That STG base was one of the primary research posts for the Krogan Genophage. I wanted to make certain you were going to keep your pet Krogan on a leash, as we both know the potential destruction such a blood-thirsty species can unleash should they find the details of our last resort against them," Valern said. "You have free reign in the base on the one condition that you restrict your Krogan to your ship. Don't tell him what I just revealed. Don't bring him along."

Of course Shepard told Wrex everything. And of course he selected Wrex to accompany him.

To his credit, Wrex didn't react in a blood-rage as the Councilor expected. Shepard wasn't surprised, only allowing a quiet grin to himself in mockery of the Councilor's paranoia.

The hissing of the deco airlock immediately brought Shepard's thoughts back to the mission. Reaching over his shoulder, he pulled his Revenant from its armor dock and flicked off both safeties. He held it in an alert carry and proceeded from the airlock.

Shepard was almost disappointed when Geth bullets didn't come flying at his head. He was slightly surprised, though. Joker had run a check on the dock auto-registry when the couplings had clamped onto the Normandy and found a ship with no name, but only a number, which had docked a mere hour before they did. Tali hacked the cameras and found, to no one's surprise, a Geth cruiser a few ports away.

"No welcoming party?" Garrus drawled. "I'm getting the feeling that the STG never wanted us here in the first place."

"They're smart is what they are," Wrex said, "the pyjacks probably high-tailed it before Shepard can blow it clear to tomorrow. In any case, I call setting this place to blow."

"You know that most of the time I don't mean to do any of that, right?" Shepard said.

"What can I say? Explosions follow you like a faithful varren," Wrex chuckled as they pressed on.

The path lead from the Normandy to a large door at the end of a tunnel which had a size suggestive of utilization as a transportation route for subjects of significant size. The tunnel's size was enough that the Mako could easily U-turn without coming near either wall and could also use its jump-jets without fear of colliding with the ceiling.

Shepard was wishing that he had the Mako. The tunnel was marked at the entrance with a sign denoting it as "Tunnel 1-A."

As one, they proceeded towards the door, appropriately marked "Door 1-A." Every hundred meters or so was a sterile-white light casting brightness on the dull-grey steel of the tunnel. The tunnel's embellishments, or lack thereof, were just as spartan as the docking bay. Angular supports and the occasional console were the only indication of civilization in the facility.

Finally, they reached the door. Shepard stopped short at the lock as he noticed it was red. Right next to the lock he noticed another console, the main feature of it being the face-to-face intercom.

He folded his rifle and opened the intercom audio.

"This is Commander Isaac Shepard of the SSV Normandy. I request permission to enter the facility."

Releasing the button, he waited for a response.

Realistically, he knew no one would be on the other end. General Victus had sent Shepard the relevant logs on the communications between the Turian security detachment and the superior officers stationed on Palaven. It had been little more than the regular check-ins every week, with occasional requests for additional supplies and reinforcement that was business as usual for any sort of security force. Then according to the log reports, all communication just ceased a week ago. Aside from the abrupt interruption in all communication, the VI-generated reports on power supply, the daily calls to and from the base by staff, and even the holonet subscriptions just vanished.

As expected, several minutes passed without any activity on the other end of the intercom. The screen stayed dead and the speaker remained silent.

Shepard activated his omni-tool and held it out to the lock. The moment the two devices linked, Shepard's fingers started to tap quickly on the commands. Wrex and Garrus stood by, guns readied, while Shepard worked the door controls. Their ears were turned for any indication of a threat, but the only sounds were the near-silent sounds coming from Shepard's hacking.

Moments later and the door groaned as it sluggishly pulled itself up and out of the way. Beyond was the station where the guards were.

Or would've been. The consoles were abandoned and the chairs empty.

No one said anything. Shepard brought his rifle out again, the firearm unfolding in his hands, and swung it around the room, scanning for any indication of life.

There was none. Not even a body to indicate the former presence of life.

The squad proceeded into the room carefully. They continued past the checkpoint and further down the tunnel. In the distance they could see another door to indicate their progress. Like the last tunnel, there was no signs of life, Salarian or Turian, or even signs of death. No bodies, no bloodstains, no signs of a battle.

They arrived at the door without incident and found it to be in similar condition as the last; locked, but abandoned, the security detail mysteriously gone.

As this door slid open, Shepard motioned for Garrus to check the console for any clues as to the situation. Keeping his rifle out, Garrus began his search as Wrex and Shepard kept watch for dangers unseen.

Several quiet minutes passed, again with the only sounds being that of the console. Shepard's skin started to crawl as a sense of... _wrong_ dominated his thoughts.

"Nothing," Garrus said.

"Then let's keep moving," Wrex grumbled, "I'm starting to feel like the walls are watching us."

"You and me both," Shepard said, "the sooner we find out what's going on, the sooner we can go home."

-IWHBYD-

Eventually they reached a door marked "9-A," underneath which was marked "lift."

"It's about time," Shepard muttered as he crouched to release the lock. Pleasant was the surprise when he found the lock had minimal security protocols attached to it. It would've stumped many novice code-crackers, but Shepard was no typical code-cracker. With the finest Infiltrator training from N7, he could...

The door hissed as the locks disengaged suddenly. Shepard stood up and turned to Wrex and Garrus.

"Alright. The files Valern sent me on this place identified it as a biological..."

"Shepard!" Wrex yelled.

He whipped around with his pistol in his hands but a weight crashed against him, knocking him back. Rapidly balancing the weight back onto his heels, he jumped back and aimed his pistol at the thing that had leapt out. Shepard's widened eyes took in the creature now lying on the floor and holstered his pistol.

The body of a Salarian lied spread-eagle on the floor, a massive rip through his torso as if he had tried to play chicken with the business end of a war-ship's cannon. Shepard bent over the corpse with his omni-tool scanning for clues. As the 'tool worked, Shepard turned his eyes towards the console on this door. Surprisingly, this one was fried. Countless places showed divots where bullets had impacted and even passed through in some spots.

Signs were clear of an intense firefight occurring in this room.

A moment later, the scans came back inconclusive, readings saying it was a grenade wound, but others stating it was from a ravenous animal. Numerous bullet holes scored the body, a lot more than was needed to kill someone. Countless bones in the Salarian's body came back as either broken or shattered, and a majority of the internal organs either thrashed up beyond recognition or missing entirely. As far as scans were showing, there was no way this Salarian was even remotely close to being alive.

"I'd be lying if I said otherwise, but I feel hope we don't run into whatever did that to this guy," Garrus said.

"Looks painful even to me," Wrex said.

Shepard held out his omni-tool to the Salarian's or where it would've been. His omni-tool pinged identifying the presence of the omni-tool and he began a data-hack and transfer. A moment later, the process finished and Shepard grabbed his assault rifle.

"Well, it doesn't look like this guy'll be telling us anything, short of a full-on resurrection," Shepard said, "but there may be something on his 'tool that can help us figure out what happened."

"Not sure what a 'tool could have documented on a security officer," Garrus said.

"But it's all we got, unless you can work some sort of computer necromancing on that console," Shepard said.

"Even my calibrations would come up short on that regard, Shepard," Garrus said. "But in either case we're not getting answers standing around talking about it."

"Truer words were never spoken," Wrex said, pumping his shotgun.

With a last look at the mauled body of the Salarian, Shepard turned to the opposite end of the room on which was the elevator lift. Pressing the lift's button, Shepard gave the room one last wary look. With how these missions always turned out in the past, his outlook was very pessimistic.

_There's probably a whole legion of Super-Geth down there, amped up with whatever was in this facility,_ he thought.

Something told him that, when this was over, Super Geth Juggernauts would seem like a walk in Central Park at Christmas. Pushing down the feeling, Shepard subtly flicked on the Incendiary setting on his rifle.

IWHBYD

*Unit 724-35 report: ship-to-surface scans inconclusive. Deploying infantry units 001-096. As per directive 2525, all units have received upgrades for interaction with organics. /document attached: conversation/

WARNING: UNAUTHORIZED...*

&Alright, it's official. Once we're done here, I am sitting down with ALL of you and drilling a few zettabyte's worth of emotion into your little brains.&

*We request that you do not interrupt a Consensus-wide broadcast again. Such action is detrimental to the effectiveness of this mission and as such increases the risk of failure.*

&I knew you were robots, but now the Flood sounds more alive than you. It's a wonder your Creators ever felt threatened by that voice.&

*We do not understand the relevance of the Creators or the Morning War to the mission.*

&[sighing] Always the one-tract mind, aren't you guys?&

*Is that an official inquiry?*

&Shut up.&


	4. Twisted Results

_**I am truly humbled with how many follows and favorites this story has received over the course of its publishing on this site. I wish I had the time and means to thank each and every one of you personally. But I will just say that you each are giving me motivation to continue this and strive to make this story the best it can be. So, thank you.**_

_**That said, I need to tell you of my upcoming 2-month hiatus. On June 24**__**th**__**, I will be entering the United States Air Force Basic Military Training as an Airborne Linguist. I'll likely have enough time during Tech School to continue my regular writing, but it's a lot like college I hear, and I've only done a semester and it was BUSY as all get out. BUT, I will be writing as much as I can.**_

_**Yet again, I'm considering linking Nepho's story to this one again. Gosh dang it I can't make up my mind any more!**_

_**And here we are with the next chapter of Titulum Peccati.**_

TGHAWTUNSCAAHRU

The scene beyond the elevator doors was as much a repeat of the security station as it was an eerie reminder of something more than a simple containment breach occurring.

Bullet holes, cracked consoles, and the occasional fire indicated chaos and panic, followed by gruesome deaths to the agents and scientists. The consoles that were operational were bordering on going out completely, their screens fizzing and buzzing with a mess of warnings and alarms on the base's status. Garrus immediately went to the nearest buzzing console and began searching for any information he could pull. Wrex slowly looked around the spacious room as he ponderously made his way to the nearest testing cell, resting a hand on it as he tried to make out the contents of the translucent glass.

Shepard, however, observed the room from the elevator, trying to see the big picture from afar. What he saw did not bode well for the mission. Because for all the destruction and death readily apparent from the first, there was something wrong with the thing Shepard was seeing.

There were no bodies.

"Shepard, I think I've got something," Garrus called.

Shouldering his Revenant, Shepard walked over to Garrus as he stood. The Turian's eyes remained fixed on his 'tool, intent on the content he got.

"What'd you get?" Shepard said.

"A lot more than I thought I would, given this server's condition," Garrus said. "Take a look at this."

The screen that opened showed a document. At the top it read "ECN-096 Containment Procedures: Declassified for All Eyes (See Addendum 7665, included within)"

"Forward me a copy of all this, and keep working on finding more," Shepard said, closing out the document despite his curiosity. There was likely going to be at least one more elevator ride, he reasoned, and he'd read it then.

Garrus nodded acknowledgement and turned towards another console with his omni-tool. Shepard turned towards the rest of the room and continued searching for clues with his sharp eyes. When his search turned up nothing new, aside from a stray credit chit, he signaled to Wrex and Garrus to move on to the next room.

As he turned his back on the various equipment, though, Shepard felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He could feel eyes on him and his squad as they neared the door. Shepard tried to shake the feeling as they found the door controls and opened the door to another elevator, but the feeling stayed with him.

_Why do I feel like I'm going to feel this in the morning?_ Shepard thought as the doors closed and the elevator began its descent.

OOGUIGTSUAIWSUWASL

The elevator opened to a long hallway this time and the lights weren't working properly on this level. Garrus' eyes couldn't pick out the end of the walk, it was that badly lit. What lights were there didn't even stay on, stuck in an endless limbo of flickering on and off.

_I feel like I've stepped into a bad horror vid,_ Garrus thought as he looked through his sniper's scope.

At the end, with barely enough light to make it visible, was a door. And of course it was malfunctioning.

_That'll be the room where the monster latches onto my face and starts rearranging it,_ he thought. _At least I'll be able to see it coming._

The twitch in his index talon belied his courage.

"Hey, Shepard," Garrus said, "50 credits says a containment breach is in the next room and a test subject will be out for our blood."

"I see your fifty," Shepard said, corners of his mouth turning upward in a mischievous smile, "and raise you a hundred on a legion of the undead."

"You're on," Garrus said, holding out his talon.

Shepard grasped it, saying, "You may as well just pay me that hundred right now. It's always zombies."

Garrus scoffed. "I've had my share of B-movie, Shepard. A blood-crazed mutant is far more likely."

"C'mon, the dead coming back to life is where the real horror is. So what if a big scary lizard gets out? No offense Wrex."

"None taken," Wrex grumbled, his eyes not leaving the end of the passage. Garrus noticed a strange look in Wrex's eyes, but shrugged it off.

"Test subjects getting out is a lot more horrifying if you ask me. What's scarier than a biologically enhanced and cybernetic-augmented psycho who wants to drags your insides across the floor? The REAL terror is in the possible horrors. Dr. Saleon was proof of that," Garrus countered.

"And zombies aren't possible? What about the Reaper Husks and the Thorian Creepers?" Shepard said.

"Those don't count," Garrus said, "the Husks don't even resemble the person they were before and it's the same story with the Creepers. I don't know how you Humans define zombies, but a proper zombie is that the deceased still retains most of their appearance."

"I don't care what you say," Shepard shrugged, "zombies could still be waiting for us at the bottom of this place."

"Then how about we don't go to the bottom?" Wrex said, suddenly. "We can probably find what we need up here and go."

Garrus and Shepard both stopped and looked at Wrex, the mood suddenly shifting as surely as the tide. They must've had concern written all over their faces, because Wrex growled in annoyance.

"I'm not scared," Wrex said, "but there's something here that just doesn't sit right with anything."

"What do you mean?" Garrus said, partly wondering what the Krogan had meant. The other part wasn't so sure.

"Everything about this facility is just... wrong," Wrex said. "It smells wrong, it looks wrong, and it _feels_ wrong. It's not even wrong in the same sense as the Thorian was, or even the Reapers. It feels like it shouldn't even belong in this dimension."

Garrus' mandibles twitched. He had been feeling very uneasy, but he had just thought that to be on account on the medical feel of this place. But to see that even Wrex was on edge put absolute fear in Garrus.

No further conversation passed between the three of them, all pretense at nonchalant bravery broken down as a sand wall before the ocean.

Garrus scoffed. Since when did he become a poet?

They pressed on in silence, the hollow sounds of the distant still-working machinery helping nothing to improve the mood. Every once in a while, a light would spark and fizz as if trying to warn the three-man squad away.

_The only thing missing is a singular vent from which a monster comes out, screaming while trying to remodel our skeletons,_ Garrus thought dryly.
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"Normandy to ground team, do you copy?" Joker said into the com-line, voice raised in anxiety.

Once again, static was the only response.

"C'mon, Shepard, don't pull Feros on me again. I can't take brainwashed crazies like that again," he said into the channel.

The returning static mocked his efforts.

Joker fell back into his seat scoffing with frustration. Every trick he had pulled out on Feros didn't work, and even some new ones he had learned in the time since then. But the coms remained dead save for the hiss of returning static.

The heavy footfall of boots came to his ears, warning him of an approaching crewmember. Listening a moment, Joker heard a faint knocking of guns every so often, indicating the person was armed but non-hostile.

"Hey, Ashley. What brings you up here?"

He heard Ashley scoff.

"How can you tell who's coming up behind you?" Ashley said, "Are you sure you aren't some sort of budding biotic? 'Cuz I don't believe that 'everyone's footsteps sound unique' bull."

"Believe me, if I became a biotic, _everyone_ would know. The universe as we know it would probably end," Joker said.

"Uh huh," Ashley said, doubtful.

"So, what can the gimpy pilot do for you?" Joker said.

"Tali's been working on the radios while you've been trying to get through, and sent me up to see if you've been able to make any contact," Ashley said. "I take it you haven't gotten anything."

"So far I've only got a whole lot of nothing come in, unless you count static feedback," Joker said.

"Static, huh?" Ashley said.

"Yeah, that and I'm still pinging zero wireless signatures around the base. Nothings coming out or going in; comms, statistical, heck, not even the extra-net access," Joker said. "As far as any sort of readings, scanners aren't getting anything."

"You're not getting anything?" Ashley said.

"Zero, zilch, nada," Joker said. "It wouldn't bug me so much if we still had an extra-net connection."

"Tali said there should be something, at the very least signs of the base's normal functions," Ashley said.

"Yeah," Joker said.

Ashley didn't say anything for a moment, but propped her chin on her hand. Joker kept tapping away on the console trying to get any kind of connection going.

"Are you still getting readings on the ground teams vitals?" Ashley said at last.

"Yeah, it's still green across the board," Joker said.

"What about their hardsuits? What's the status of their oxygen supply?" Ashley said.

"Pfft, their oxygen's good. They've got the base's air scrubbers working for them..."

"But, if the base's ventilation systems are working, how come they're not showing up on sensors as active?"

Joker was about to retort, one of his usual quips ready. But he stopped the joke as it was about to come and thought for a moment on what Ashley just said. If Shepard and the others weren't needing to use their helmets and personal oxygen supply, then why wasn't that energy used for the scrubbers showing up?

Joker was really intrigued, now. From that information by itself, Joker knew that the line between the Normandy and the ground squad was being specifically jammed. His thoughts jumped immediately to the Geth ship a few docking bays over. Maybe he could convince Ashley to take a team over and take it out. It was the most likely source of the interference.

"I'm going to try and triangulate the signal blocking coms," Joker said, "You think you could take a squad over to the Geth ship and take it out, once I find..."

An electronic screech tore through the coms, ripping mercilessly into Joker's eardrums. He slammed his hands over his ears, grunting in pain. All throughout the ship, the sound crippled the crew and remaining squad. Tali's hands were clasped tightly over her audio receivers, but the sound still came through her enviro-suit. In Liara's room, all of the unsecured items, even her chair, had been brutally pushed aside by the involuntary biotic blast she had initially released. Ashley, right behind Joker's chair, was on her knees and gritting her teeth. All the support crew were in similar positions of pained vulnerability as the sound continued ripping through the sound systems all across the ship.

As sudden as its introduction, though, the sound faded into silence again. Gradually, the crew and remaining squad in the Normandy picked themselves up and returned to their stations, wondering what had happened.

Joker didn't waste time for questions, but immediately brought up status reports. A quick check showed, despite a hiccup in run-times on the communication software, all systems green across the board. The tiny gap in coms, though, was what had raised a good number of questions in the Flight Lieutenant's mind.

Another burst of static shot through the speakers, though not anywhere near enough to the level of the screech from earlier. Simultaneously, Joker's screens suddenly were peppered with static-filled com-feeds.

Once again, before Joker could get any valid question formed, the screen resolved itself into a clear video and the audio cleaned up quickly. Joker gazed up from his keyboard long enough to comprehend one fact about the person on the other end.

"What... in the world... is that?" Ashley said as she caught sight of the screens.

Joker didn't answer immediately. In all honesty, he didn't know what he was looking at. The mandibles on the thing were very reminiscent of Turians, but with a head like a crest-less Krogan.

"Ashley," Joker said, "we could very well be looking at the galaxy's first love-child of a Turian and Krogan."

"Oh, geez, I did NOT need that image in my mind," Ashley groaned.

The alien on his screens was scaled in a dull-grey pigment. Its neck and head didn't have any clear distinction, and its snake-like slit eyes unnerved Joker worse than any Husk's pupil-less ocular organs. The golden irises did nothing save add to the effect. Then, like some deity was particularly upset with Joker that day, the thing's mouth was little more than four mandibles and LOTS of sharp teeth.

_Forget the Turian-Krogan love-child, this thing looks like someone spliced in Great White Shark DNA somewhere along the line,_ he thought grimly.

The vid-feed displayed the creature from the shoulder-up, allowing a small glimpse at what seemed like armor. Judging from the look of it, that covering was no hard-suit. It looked like it would weigh as much as himself! Joker was only glad it looked like the thing had gone without its helmet.

What happened next made Joker firmly believe in Ashley's God, and it also made him firmly believe said God had a very wicked sense of humor.

The creature held its fist to its chest (talons that could rip even Shepard to shreds and two, not one, but two thumbs!) and bowed its head slightly.

"Iso-Reclaimer," the alien said in a rumbling baritone, "I apologize for momentarily incapacitating your audio systems."

Joker shook his head briefly and looked back towards Ashley. Her wide eyes confirmed that Joker wasn't going crazy. So that _was_ English he had heard just then.

"I was worried I had compromised your systems permanently with the rushed link-up with your connection. It seems our systems aren't nearly as compatible as the Oracle had led us to believe, but that is to be expected from..." the alien said.

"Excuse the interruption, but would you mind telling me what species pair-up led to your ugly face?"

Normally, Joker was more laid-back about potential first-contact scenarios. But the thing had just admitted to messing with the Normandy, Joker's baby! A low grunt of surprise let him know that Ashley didn't share the sentiment.

"You... desire my lineage? It is an odd request, but one that must go unanswered for now, Iso-Reclaimer," the alien said, "There is a threat inside that base, one that this fleet has been hunting for several months, now. You must break your ship away and proceed to these coordinates."

As the alien talked, Joker's console pinged with an incoming message. A quick look confirmed they were coordinates, but Joker kept his eyes on the xeno.

"No can do, freak," Joker said, "you're gonna have to do more than that to get me to abandon my Commander."

The alien's eyes widened and its mandibles opened slightly faintly seeming like it was shocked. Joker smirked at it, thinking to unnerve it, but the alien turned away and shouted in some strange tongue before turning back to the screen.

"I have notified my superiors of the situation of your Shipmaster. We will deploy extra forces to ensure his safety," the alien said, "but please, please, please move your ship to the coordinates we sent. We only desire the safety of your entire crew."

"Let me tell you, you don't know the Commander like I do," Joker said. "By himself, he's taken down rogue SPECTRE agents, killed massive death-machines, and blown up several bases. The man's a walking demolition crew. Trust me, he can handle anything."

The alien shook its head urgently.

"No, Iso-Reclaimer, you don't understand...rrrgh! Why must you be so stubborn about this!?"

"Try to see it my way, dude. I'm tasked with making sure the getaway vehicle is nice and secure, preferably in one piece, so should Shepard and his squad come running back, yelling about a self-destruct or something like that, I can swoop us all out in one piece."

The alien dropped its head, its expression unreadable. It looked down for a few minutes, holding its head in its claws, before looking back up. The expression this time surprised Joker. It was one of pleading.

"I understand why you fear leaving your Shipmaster, and I understand why you wouldn't want to entrust his life to a battle-group you aren't familiar with. I have been in such places before and know exactly what you feel," the alien said.

"That so, huh?"

"Yes, and I only ask that you trust us this once. I swear to you on my life... nay, my Honor, that your Shipmaster and his two squad-mates will be returned to your ship safe and sound."

Joker cracked his knuckles, thinking it over...
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"Shepard, those were Krogan in those tanks," Wrex said as they passed through another doorway leading to another elevator.

He turned to the elevator's console and keyed it for descent. As the elevator started its slow journey, Shepard turned to Wrex.

"Look, I know how you feel about this place, Wrex, but we can't just blow it to pieces and run," Shepard said. "I feel the same way as you do, but that doesn't mean we can just bail out like this."

Wrex sighed.

"I know, Shepard. And I'd follow you to Hell and back," Wrex said. "But that doesn't mean I have to like it. If it were humans in those tanks, you think you could just stay quiet about it?"

Shepard didn't answer immediately. The hum of the elevator was the only sound for a good set of time, filling the awkward silence as Shepard thought of a reply. When the silence was broken, though, it wasn't Shepard stating a response.

It was when they had arrived at the next floor. Normally this wasn't reason for a pause in conversation, but it wasn't that which had made Shepard suddenly tense.

Just beyond the door, he had heard the distinct hiss and snap of a thermal clip being loaded into a gun.

Quietly, Shepard motioned for Wrex and Garrus to take up positions on either side of him. He leaned in close to the door and pressed an ear to it.

The sounds of whimpering and muttering incoherently mildly surprised him at first. He was expecting some sort of ambush from the Geth, not some organic bumbling on about something. Before hitting the lock, Shepard tried to divine some sort of hint as to the terrified organic on the other side. The mutterings and whimpers were breathy and shallow, giving no clues as to the tonal register of the speaker. And the words the organic was saying weren't even discernible. So no contextual clues.

_Even without knowing what the species is, I'm pretty sure us three can handle one lost, terrified soul,_ Shepard thought, keying the door to open. It slid open with hardly a hiss, even as Shepard heard a faint, terrified gasp as the room's occupant witnessed the entering trio. At the same time, Shepard, Wrex, and Garrus saw who it was. In that split-second of initial eye contact, everyone's thoughts shot into a stupor of confusion.

"What the f..."

"GET AWAY!"

The pistol went off and the three of them dove for cover, avoiding the shots from the terrified being. Thankfully, the shots went wild, the shooter's terror making any aims for accuracy an impossibility. As Shepard slid to safety behind a console by Wrex, he shook himself and peeked around the edge again, just to make sure he wasn't going insane, all of a sudden.

"Garrus," Shepard called, seeing the Turian the next console over. He nodded.

"I saw it, too," Garrus said.

"What did they do to him?" Wrex growled as he peeked around the console again at the panicking Krogan.

It was a Krogan with its back pressed against the central pillar of the room. It was unarmored, but thankfully had a covering of some skin-tight suit. Normally, Shepard would've thought the Krogan to have been just hatched or however Krogan were born. But this Krogan had a hump-back larger than Wrex, numerous battle-scars crisscrossing his body, and very wrinkled skin. In its hand, the Krogan held a Claymore, and it was pointed at Shepard and his squad.

"YOU STAY AWAY FROM ME, ABOMINATION!" the Krogan roared again, firing wildly into the consoles. "JUST STAY BACK! YOU WON'T TURN ME INTO ONE OF YOU!"

"Stand down!" Shepard yelled, flinching as another spray of bullets impacted the console by his head. "We are on your..."

"Play dead," the Krogan said in a quieter, conspiring voice, clutching the shotgun to his chest as if it were the means of survival, "that's what I did... played dead."

"Then you are not a true Krogan," Wrex said, marching right out of his cover and stomping over to the Krogan. Wrex wrenched the gun away from the Krogan and knelt down to eye-level with the Krogan. "You are not worthy of this weapon of our race, and you'd better thank your stars you're not wearing armor already, or I would've ripped it from your sorry hide with my bare hands."

The Krogan made no movement to retrieve his shotgun, but curled into what Shepard guessed was the fetal position for a Krogan. Wrex only continued to snarl down at the Krogan, whimpering as he was.

Wrex growled once more and tossed away the extra Claymore, bringing out his own and leveling it to the older Krogan's head-crest.

"I should kill you right now, rid the galaxy of your simpering hide," Wrex said.

"But what will it accomplish, Wrex?" Shepard said, standing, no longer able to bear witness to an impending slaughter of an unarmed innocent. "What will the universe gain with this Krogan's death?"

A moment of silence passed, no one answering. Garrus stayed behind his cover, propping his sniper rifle on the console and scanning the room.

Wrex turned to answer, but the barest whisper of a sound echoed through the chamber. Years of instinct moved Shepard's aim upwards and around. Wrex and Garrus snapped their weapons up, also searching.

"They hear everything," the Krogan whispered, "they know everything. Ancestors, those VOICES! Please just make them stop!"

Wrex grimaced, clearly trying to contain his anger.

"Do yourself a favor and shut up," Garrus said.

They continued scanning the room with their guns, their senses on high alert. Shepard began to feel eyes on him again. It wasn't as if the feeling of being watched had left him, but had intensified. He lowered his gun and swept his eyes around once more.

"Alright, let's move," Shepard said, turning to leave. "We're not getting anywhere in here."

Wrex and Garrus followed in silence, save for the sobs and soft cries of the shell-shocked Krogan. No words were exchanged between the three of them, but they didn't need to; they were leaving this place far behind at the first opportunity.

The shell-shocked Krogan's sobs echoed in the room behind them, solemnly heralding their exit. As the door shut and the elevator proceeded downward, though, Shepard began feeling absolute dread. Whatever had terrified that Krogan was something he did NOT want to meet in battle.

But, somehow he knew that wish wouldn't come true.
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Wrex could sense a sort of finality when they reached the next room.

The first thing he noticed as they walked through the door was the distance from floor to ceiling. He could hardly make out the support struts on the ceiling and the highest part of the walls. It didn't help the walls and ceiling were made from glass. Or, whatever transparent material it was.

Slowly, they made their way towards the center of the room, continually scanning the room through their gun-sights. But Wrex's mind was elsewhere, particularly on that old Krogan from earlier.

To say that it had bothered Wrex was an understatement. It wasn't unheard of for a Krogan to go into shock, but every single case involved a Krogan not even a hundred years.

The shell-shocked Krogan, however, was clearly of an advanced age, older than Wrex himself, even. The chances of a Krogan of those years even getting nervous was completely unheard of, something that was justifiably passed off as mere rumor.

But Wrex had seen him with his own eyes. Something had gotten to the Krogan, terrifying him beyond sanity and beyond any sort of aid. It only added to the shadowy foreboding Wrex had felt since stepping into this thrice-be-damned station. Flickering lights, Salarians with missing organs, and the feeling of being watched were only a few items on a long list of things that made this entire mission feel wrong.

"It's nice to see they've made this place as comfortable as possible for interlopers like us," Garrus scoffed. "They've even gone through all the trouble of painting the walls and floors with blood and bullet-holes."

"Spread out," Shepard said, "see if you can find any purpose for this room. I really hope I'm wrong, but it looks like a tank of some kind."

A tank? A tank to hold what, Wrex wondered. Privately, he hoped it was something ferocious. He really wanted to work up a blood-rage right now.

The Krogan Battlemaster gripped his Claymore tightly as he approached a patch of blood as large as the Mako plastering the far wall. Judging from the color, it was likely from a Salarian, but even from this distance he could tell that the body would likely not be in any recognizable shape.

The spray looked like whatever had attacked the poor pyjack had either lodged a grenade in its victim, or had hit him really hard. It was a lab, so Wrex was willing to put a couple thousand credits on the latter. But even for a solid blow, that was impressive. Wrex didn't even think a Krogan could do that much damage.

He turned away from that part of the wall and moved further along. There continued to be an absence of bodies. He could count on one hand how many bodies there were, and one of them wasn't even dead, albeit not far off.

Before, Wrex immediately was beginning to think that this was the likely work of the remaining Geth forces. But now he wasn't so sure. First off, there was an absence of plasma scoring. That really didn't mean much as the Geth were lethal in their accuracy. But the second piece of evidence, that of the messy deaths, was far more powerful to suggest something a little more brutal than machines. Something with an animalistic bloodlust. There was also the fact that there was this much blood. Back to the plasma weaponry, the wounds would have cauterized thanks to the heat of the passing bolts.

Finally, there was no sign of Dragon's Teeth. Plus an absence of Reaper Husks. Not even a whiff of mechanized flesh or a sound of undead moans.

At this point, though, he was starting to prefer...

Suddenly their radios sprang to life.

"...Shepard...communications black-out...to get through...Geth have...allies..."

"Joker! That you?" Shepard said, keying his comm.

"...come in...static...trying...help is...Geth coming..."

"Hold on, did he just say that Geth are..." Garrus started.

"...more than...careful..."

"Joker. Joker!" Shepard called into his comm, "Joker, come in!"

"This communication black-out is too strong for your radios to pierce."

Their guns snapped up, fingers on the triggers and muscles tensing. Wrex growled in anticipation of the battle at the sight of their enemy. At last, an enemy worthy of facing him in the light instead of flitting through the shadows! A target that would meet the full wrath of a seriously pissed-off Krogan that had been looking over his shoulder and seeing things in the shadows for the past 2 hours!

The flashlight head was revelatory. The Geth were here after all! Wrex knew that whatever it was the robots had unleashed on the scientists would finally be revealed and they would stop with the mind games! Bullets would fly and battle would finally commence!

Save for that odd feeling Wrex was now having.

_Wait a minute, did that bucket of bolts just _talk, Wrex realized, his trigger-finger slacking the pressure.

Wrex spared a glance at Shepard and Garrus. The Turian had lowered his sniper, flange, mouth, and eyes wide open in shock. Shepard's assault rifle was held in an alert carry, an intense look of confused concentration on the Infiltrator's face.

"We sought to achieve radio contact with you and your squad, Shepard-Commander, but the interference from both the Infection and this base's construction made it near impossible. Even with our allies' carrier amplifying your own ship's signal, it is difficult to get anything remotely coherent through. We apologize."

None of them said anything in response, merely maintaining their expressions of shock and confusion.

"We apologize if you cannot understand us; this unit's language software may not be calibrated to the correct..."

The voice stopped suddenly and the flashlight whipped around, slightly illuminating the hallway behind it. Wrex almost fired on the Geth Juggernaut then; striking then would have ended the thing with a single slug in the right spot. But Wrex's finger stayed slack. The situation was just way too bizarre on the one hand, but yet here was something they had been fighting the past half-year. And then again, the thing had just talked and wasn't shooting at them.

Wrex cursed the Ancestors that he wasn't getting anything to shoot, 'cause he was about ready to blow a fuse.

The Juggernaut turned back.

"The Infection is imminent, Shepard-Commander. We must leave this facility immediately!"

It walked towards them and out of the shadows. Wrex narrowed his eyes seeing the automaton's full structure, further confusion crowding his thoughts.

The Geth Juggernaut wasn't carrying any weapons in its hands, but on its back was an arsenal Wrex hadn't seen before. There was some large, boxy, green thing with no visible barrel attached to its back on the right side and a purple, pronged gun-like device on the left side with plenty of blue lights along its sides. Two silver-grey prongs were barely visible, attached to the shotgun slot on the small of the Geth's back, with another strange-looking gun on its right thigh. It looked like a pistol, but where the barrel would have been was, instead, a cylindrical metal piece. On its other thigh rested an admittedly-simpler looking piece of machinery, that looked more decorative than serving any purpose. It was a simple bar or hilt with a triangular protrusion midway on one side and half-orbs capping the ends. There were numerous markings and glyphs engraved in the metal, whose meaning was far beyond Wrex.

That wasn't the only strange thing being carried by the Geth, though. In the stead of any of its weapons, it was carrying something small in its right hand, a distinct ball, made of metal and with various markings on its surface.

Before anyone could begin to form a response, though, something crashed deep in the hall beyond the Geth. It whipped around and grabbed the purple weapon off of its back, aiming down the hall behind it with its free hand.

"Scanners indicating our primary escape route is now blocked by the Infection. Secondary exit from which Shepard-Commander entered is now the only..."

The grinding of ripping metal screamed through the hall from which Shepard and company had entered from.

"Negative. Both exits now blocked."

The Geth marched to the middle of the room at once, placing the weapon back in its slot and pressing buttons on the device in its hand.

"Please seal your hardsuits for imminent station hull breach," the Geth said, tossing the device to the ground, "reinforcements are en route."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa," Shepard said, "hold on a sec and back up there. You need to slow down and tell me what in the world is going on, here."

The Geth Juggernaut stopped and turned to face Shepard, its face-plates actually moving upwards in what Wrex guessed was puzzlement.

"We have deployed a marker for a low-opening drop, which will allow the incoming drop pods to hit the appropriate target for deployment," the Geth said.

"Deployment? For what? For who? I don't see any ships capable of deploying troops to this location," Shepard said.

"All your questions will be answered in time, Shepard-Commander," the Geth said, "for now, we can only promise answers at a later point in time."

It brought out the purple gun again, aiming down the first hallway.

"We recommend use of shotguns, assault rifles, and anti-personnel ammunition," the Geth said, "the Infection approaches."

Garrus switched out his sniper for an assault rifle as Shepard did the same. Wrex only flipped the switch on the ammo types to the shredder setting and aimed it down the hallway they had come in.

The primal roar of a beast from another world thrummed from the hall, subtle sub-harmonics lacing the sound. The doors sealed shut suddenly, but did little to silence the battle-cries of unknown monsters approaching closer and closer.

"Vakarian-Officer, the Infection can breach even security doors with relative ease," the Geth said.

"Whatever you say, but every extra second alive gets us closer to these reinforcements of yours, robot," Garrus said, his omni-tool fading from sight and he turned to his assault rifle.

The quartet of soldiers aimed at the two doors, the Geth and Garrus aiming down one while Wrex and Shepard aimed down the other.

They didn't have to wait long for the first impact against the doors. On Wrex and Shepard's door, something slammed against it, bending the doors inward. Wrex's eyes widened at the power behind the strike and reveled in the thought of FINALLY facing down his enemy. Another strike bent the doors further, a small opening coming through the seam between the doors. Then one final strike sent the doors flying, almost striking the quartet had they not ducked.

Wrex stood again and primed his gun to fire, but the sight of his enemy, for the first time in his centuries, made him pause and gape.

It was a Salarian, but its head was pushed aside onto its shoulder, its face frozen in a look of sheer terror. Its left arm was a bundle of long, black tentacles ending in a point and extending down past its knees. A putrid, dead flesh covered the majority of its body, leaving only the legs and right arm just barely in their original form.

But where its chest was supposed to be resided the most disgusting thing yet.

Three antennae-like appendages groped at the air from the chest cavity, twitching at the scent of its prey and setting the red, fern-like hairs on the ends quivering in eager anticipation of a feast. The hole of the chest's remains was covered mostly in shadow, but Wrex thought he could see something shaking within, as if hungry.

The beast roared once again, and leapt for the attack.

_**...And what better way to end a Flood encounter than with a cliff-hanger!**_

_**Dang, I had a lot of fun writing this chapter and will have lots of fun with next chapter, too. Lots of fighting, gun-play, and some BA shots of the Geth Juggernaut showing off those odd weapons it has.**_

_**So, I have an announcement you all should know. In a matter of weeks, on June 24**__**th**__**, I will be going into Basic Training for the Air Force and will thus be on a 2-month hiatus. Writing will continue on this story until such a time as I will enter, and will continue once I have graduated BMT.**_

_**Thanks for showing your support for this story, everyone. Once again, I am humbled by the number of follows, favorites, and whatnot this story has achieved. In all honesty, I didn't expect this story to take off this much. I just had an idea that I wanted to put out there and hope it can set in motion other ideas.**_

_**Another heads up: I'm not as happy with this chapter as I feel I should be. So, may I really stress the need for reviewing on this chapter especially. I don't know if I was able to capture the absolute dread I felt during the first time I played the level 343 Guilty Spark in Halo: CE. PLEASE, review, I beg of you!**_

_**Thanks, everyone!**_


	5. Dust-Off

Blood pulsing, heart pounding, a feral growl began boiling in his throat. Wrex opened his jaws and unleashed a Krogan roar borne of his tension, fear, and anger. His boots thudded on the ground as he charged forward at the twisted Salarian. He reeled his arms back and thrust forward with all his strength. His arms connected and he felt something twist and break.

The creature roared, not in pain but an equal fury, and lashed back with its tentacle-arm. The claw-tips slashed into Wrex's crest, a wet crash and fire shooting through his crest testament to the creature's success.

Wrex lashed out with a fist, shotgun momentarily forgotten in his rage. He grabbed the creatures false Salarian head and pulled, the skull coming free with surprising ease. Another lash from the creature's tentacle was his sign of the creature's continued life. Wrex threw his arm up, his gun taking the majority of the impact. It went flying, skittering across the floor, but that left his fist free to smash into the creature's chest. With the head in his other hand, he bashed the thing with it, then hit it again, and again, and again!

"Wrex!" Shepard called, seeing the Krogan in trouble. He started to run over, but a roar from behind him was his only warning.

Shepard's face suddenly crashed into the ground as a weight began to press down on his back. Instinctively, he threw back an elbow and felt it connect. But the thing on him only grabbed his arm in its grasp, pulling hard and sending lances of pain through his shoulder.

Garrus jumped back from the swarm of crab-looking things with a yell. They leapt at him with eager, groping pincers. He lobbed a grenade into the midst of the nightmares, his fear fueling his speed. Punching one of the things away, he thumbed the detonation on his omni-tool. The explosion ripped through the center of the horde and ignited the bulbous forms, fire burning through the abominations and eradicating the small creatures' existences.

Panting, he looked over to see Shepard underneath one of the large ones, with his arm in its grasp.

"Shepard!" he yelled, jumping forward to assist.

Suddenly he found himself on the floor and his sniper rifle skittering away. Something was wrenching on his leg, pulling him away. Reflexively, he clenched his fist and activated a not-often-used program on his 'tool. The holographic computer formed on his forearm, the panels and pieces appearing as normal. But as the interface above his fist came into being, a pronged form coalesced as an extension of the 'tool, glowing a brighter orange than the rest of it. A slight hum would have been heard if they had been in an empty room, heralding the disruptive energies beginning to arc between the pointed fork of it. The arcs charged faster and faster as the split-blade finally came to its final form.

All of this took place in the split-second of Garrus' reaction, and he lashed back and down at the thing grabbing him. The omni-blade connected with something and cut through something distinctly flesh-like. The pulling tension on his leg vanished and Garrus stood into a sprint, not even bothering to look at the creature that grabbed him. He vaulted atop a console that had stood in the way and used it as a springboard towards the prone Shepard trying to fight off the combative form atop him.

Garrus' body plowed into the thing and both went rolling. The creature ended up below him and he immediately plunged his electrified omni-blade into the thing's torso, where he remembered a quivering shape. A tinny scream and squelch of organic matter emanated from the chest and it went limp. Garrus wasn't finished with it and clenched his fist tighter, strengthening the electric charge and lighting up the monstrosity with pulsing arcs.

The staccato of an assault rifle signaled Shepard's quick recovery and assault on an approaching monster, likely the one that had grabbed Garrus. Even with the Shredder ammo, the creature continued advancing like an enraged Elcor. It lashed out at Shepard, who only managed to jump out of its reach, but it still clipped his gun.

The firearm went skittering away and Shepard, seeing the effectiveness of Garrus' blade, activated his own omni-blade. Like the Turian's, this one formed twin prongs. But instead of lighting up with electrical fury, Shepard's own began glowing and wavering as if igniting with flames. The next split-second, it did just that, a raging inferno racing along the blades, seeming to originate from the space in between the prongs.

The human SPECTRE charged back at the abomination and slashed at its remaining arm. The blade easily cut through the undead flesh, the incendiary augmentation catching the remaining torso aflame. Interestingly, the fire suddenly grew and raced along the form, as if it were a creature with a hunger on par with these twisted demons. The fire stopped just short of engulfing it as the beast seemed to slough off a full inch of its hide-skin's depth in the area of the flames. The flesh underneath was just as undead and rotting as the ignited matter.

Shepard chopped downwards, catching both of the thing's legs in a diagonal strike and causing it to fall helpless to the ground. As the body impacted the ground, the flesh disintegrated before his eyes and sloughed off like the burnt skin before. But from the pile of rot and dead matter, one of the crab things skittered at Shepard, immediately leaping towards Shepard's face.

A nonchalant backhand ended the thing's existence.

A staccato of repeating whines and a stream of spreading blue-purple bolts raced past Shepard's vision to impact a horde of the crabs, explosions racing across the group and ending them. As the last crab died, Shepard made the dash for his gun. He ducked down and slid between the legs of one of the faux-Salarians, nabbing his firearm and turning it on the now-pursuing form. With a yell, he unleashed mass effect-enhanced fury on the creature as it walked right into the bulletstorm. Rounds pounded into its chest and, the moment his rifle started beeping the overheat warning, the form of the Salarian fell and dissolved into dead matter.

"Shepard-Commander," the Geth Juggernaut said, turning from the tunnel, "seal your hardsuits for vacuum. A dropship is imminent and will be breaking through the canopy."

"These things aren't making it easy!" Shepard said.

The Geth exchanged the energy-based assault rifle for the silver, two-pronged gun and explained its strategy.

"We will hold off the smaller forms with our Repeater," it said, "the swarms of Infection Forms are grouped perfectly for this weapons capabilities. You may prepare your hardsuits one at a time while the other two in your squad hold off the larger forms."

"We're not exactly high on thermal clips," Shepard said.

The Geth said nothing, but kicked away an approaching Salarian and aimed its weapon. An electric blue started glowing between the prongs as it whined with an increasing pitch. With a *boom,* a smoky line traced away with a glint of something before it impacted and exploded on the Salarian. The infected Salarian didn't so much disintegrate as it ceased to exist.

With this last death, Shepard noticed a significant absence of the creatures in the room. There were a handful of the crab things, but not anything requiring the intense effort of before. Just as he was about to write off the battle as complete, though, a feral roar boomed through both hallways, raising the hairs on his neck again.

The Geth quickly reached back and pulled the large, green, boxy weapon from its back and tossed it towards Shepard. He caught it and nearly fell over as its full weight hit him. It weighed more than any weapon he had ever handled, save for a hands-on exhibit at a museum when he had hefted the weight of a 21st century RPG.

"Grasp the hand-grips on the bottom and the weapon will self-prepare for firing. Fire it by holding down the trigger to charge and keeping the laser on your target. Be prepared for a violent kickback," the Geth said.

"Wait, what?" Shepard said, grasping the hand-grips aforementioned. The boxy device suddenly split down the sides and opened up to reveal silvery-grey parts much like the Geth's own weapon. A nozzle at the front of it protruded out and the weapon finished with a heavy click. With that, the small realization came that it didn't have any slots for a thermal clip.

Despite the dire situation they were in, though, Shepard couldn't help but whistle lowly.

"Now THIS is a BFG 9000, my friends," he muttered.

"A what?" Wrex said.

"Later," Shepard said, "jut get your suits ready for vacuum."

"Vakarian-Officer, take this," the Geth said, before tossing him the considerably-smaller handgun from its hip and a belt of cylindrical ammo.

"Two-phase firing. Fire once to launch the explosive then again to detonate. The explosive round has adhesive ability for any surface, including these..."

Another roar, and this one was a LOT closer.

"Incoming!" Garrus yelled, slipping the belt over his shoulders and aiming down the hall. Between the three of them, Wrex quickly prepped his suit. He had finished sealing up tears, about halfway, by the time the first form of the second wave appeared. Around him, the room lit up like a fireworks display.

Blue-purple raced from the Geth's assault rifle, seeming the only weapon firing. There was a subtle click a split-second later, though, as Garrus' gun fired the first phase. The round ammunition buried itself into the chest of a beast. On either side of it were more forms, death their objective.

Garrus pressed the trigger again and the trio of beasts was instantaneously replaced by a bright orange fireball that consumed many crabs around them as well. The Geth picked off the remaining crabs with its repeating rifle.

A loud growl emanated from the hall opposite the one the small crabs and beasts emerged from. To Shepard's ears, it sounded big. He brought his own odd gun to aim down that hall and saw the thing emerge. His eyes widened slightly, seeing the beast was at least twice as big as the beasts from before.

There was no semblance of any race he recognized, but more a conglomeration of claws, teeth, and feral hunger.

"Warning: Tank forms detected," the Geth called.

"YA THINK?" Shepard yelled, holding down the trigger on his "gun" as the new creatures lumbered towards them.

A tiny laser came to life, pointing at the center of mass on the apparent "tank" form. A near-silent click and hiss came to Shepard's hearing. The scope on the gun showed an arrow beside the reticule begin a slow ascent up the circle. As the arrow climbed in the few seconds of charging, the hiss increased in volume and depth to a cascade of power emanating from the weapon's core. Then there was a climb in pitch, another increase in volume and the cascade became almost a roar as the pointing laser thickened and brightened. The tank beast raised its thick, shield-like forearm, but nothing could have saved it from the fury a moment later.

Shepard yelled as his entire upper body was wrenched backwards with the force of a charging Krogan and throwing him back several feet and into the Geth. The lance of energy that erupted from the gun was a pure red bolt that seemed like the very embodiment of demonic wrath focused purely into a 3-inch-diameter beam. It cut through the tank's shield-arm, through its torso, and violently dissected, then fried it from the inside out.

The thing's blackened corpse barely made a sound as it fell to the ground.

By this time, Wrex had already finished sealing up and Garrus was already mostly done, having handed off the punch-packing-pistol to the Krogan Battlemaster. The Krogan was making very effective use of the gun, expertly placing shots where they did the most damage. Shepard stepped back into position and aimed the laser gun again. Charging its shot, he was better prepared this time and braced his stance for the kickback. This time, he managed to slice through both the "Tank forms" and stay on his feet.

Within a matter of moments, Garrus had secured his suit for vacuum and Shepard handed off what he was convinced was the most BA weapon known to all the galaxy to the Turian and began patching his own suit up.

With his first shot, Garrus almost fell on his back as Shepard had, but quickly collected himself and aimed for another beast.

At last, he lifted his helmet up and placed it on his head, the seals hissing as they automatically began regulating the internal atmosphere of the hardsuit.

Hardly a moment later, Shepard already had his assault rifle gathered up from where it had fallen nearby and was pumping bullets into the dangerously-close swarm of the crabs, popping them like so many children's balloons.

"Confirmed: all organics have sealed suits and are ready for introduction into vacuum environment," the Geth said, "linking communications."

As if the Geth's announcement was some signal for the monsters, there were suddenly less creatures. Again, only a few crabs remained, but they were easily dispatched.

Shepard swept the room with his assault rifle, the absence of the monsters jarring. All three of them were panting heavily, even Wrex, covered in faux-blood. No one said anything, not even the Geth, in the silence. Several moments of silence, save for the three breathing with the last vestiges of anxiety, passed with nary a sound. Finally, Garrus broke the silence.

"Thank the Ancestors, they retreated," Garrus said.

"Negative. The Flood is merely regrouping for another attack," the Geth said.

"Wait, the 'Flood'?" Garrus said.

"That thing is regrouping?" Shepard said

"Yes, an anomalous life-form displaying properties of both virulent infection and feral bestiality, of which we just faced in combat," the Geth said, "it also possesses the capability of creating a hive mentality once the nominal number of Flood forms have assimilated enough organic matter for the formation of beings called 'Graveminds.'"

"A fitting name if I ever heard one, though I remember you calling it the 'infection' before," Shepard said. "And speaking of names, what's yours?"

"We are Geth, but our allies have given this platform the title of 'Goliath,' owing to this platform's size dimensions," the Geth, Goliath, said. "Our allies will explain everything about the Flood, the Geth, and the danger to the universe at large."

"That sounds like a plan, Goliath," Wrex said, "And since both exits are blocked, I assume your allies have a way of escape."

"The original plan of ODST deployment was made ineffective by the shifting strategies of the Flood. Additional troopers would make this situation more feasible to survive, but extraction would be made difficult. So the plan was changed to directly deploy a Phantom to this location with a direct extraction," Goliath said.

Goliath suddenly looked upwards, then back to them.

"You might want to cover your heads," Goliath said.

Shepard opened his mouth to ask why, but the abrupt shattering of glass broke into his line of thought. The three of them ducked down, their shields flaring as the debris impacted against them. Mere seconds later, the three of them looked upwards to see a vehicle twice as large as a Kodiak shooting through the opening.

"Our vehicle of extraction has arrived," Goliath said.

For all intents and purposes, it was curvy and bulbous as many Geth vehicles. But there the similarities ended. If anything, it looked more like a flying beetle than any Geth ship.

Deep-purple armor plating covered the majority of it, and silvery-grey everywhere else. The sides flared upwards with door-like plating hanging down, allowing a view into the inside. On the extreme edge, there was some sort of device on a tri-pod, one to each side.

The ship, a Phantom was what Goliath had called it, pitched upwards, leaving it upright as it slowed its speed. A low-pitched whine came to Shepard's ears as the Phantom neared and finally came to rest several yards above. From the aft section, a circular hole opened and a pillar of coalescing light emitted from it.

Just as more questions were raised, Shepard was given a new source of inquiry.

Three figures appeared at the opening and fell within the light energies. Two of them were large enough to put an Elcor to shame, easily, and, with their armaments, would have sent the same running in fear. Shepard almost fired on them when he saw their slight resemblance to the Flood creatures they fought mere moments ago.

Blue-grey armor made up most of the creature's build, with a few openings revealing orange, glowing, sinewy matter. Large, bristling spikes projected from the back, a backdrop to the thing's eyeless, armored head. On one arm, a gun large enough to be mounted on the Normandy pulsed with green energy from the tubes sticking out on its top. On the other arm, a shield as big as Wrex reflected the light of the beam.

But the truly enigmatic figure with the two huge aliens was the third figure with them.

This alien was the size of a human and appeared to have the form of such, or at least its armor had the appearance of human anatomy underneath.

The armor was all black and blocky, the aesthetic value virtually nonexistent, save for the curves usually required to help in the deflection of weapons-fire. The helmet was a simple shape with a forward-jutting design on the front. A polarized visor hid the occupant of the armor behind a screen of dark-grey.

Their fall suddenly slowed and arrested as they neared the floor. None of the three beings said a word but took up defensive positions around the beam. The smaller humanoid scanned the room with a snub-nosed gun that looked like it had a silencer on it, an expert precision in his method. Goliath said nothing but walked towards the beam, motioning for Shepard and his squad to do so.

Wrex and Garrus looked to Shepard, for the first time, at a loss of what to say. Taking the initiative, Shepard walked after Goliath, keeping his eyes off the three beings standing guard.

Shepard let his eyes look upwards along the beam of light, though, wondering what purpose it served. Obviously, there was some technology allowing safe egress from the ship. But what about getting back into it? The ship wasn't coming down any closer, and there was no visible method of entry aside from the light.

Following this train of thought, he almost missed it when Goliath suddenly flew upwards within the beam. Within seconds, the Geth had ascended the light and entered the ship, all without any visible means of lift.

Shepard almost stopped, but curiosity kept his feet moving. A few seconds later, he, too, entered the beam of light. At once, he felt gravity reverse and his body shot upwards towards the ship. A faint fear of crashing into the ship's ceiling manifested just as he entered the circular opening, but his inertia was suddenly turned ninety degrees and found himself sliding a few feet along the ship's interior. Moments later, Wrex and Garrus followed, although Wrex tripped over a part of the floor and ended up on his face.

The Krogan was forced to ungracefully scramble out of the way as the two large aliens appeared at the opening and crashed to the floor on opposite sides of it. They lumbered out of the way as the final member of their party entered, the humanoid being.

The humanoid pressed a button on the side of its head. A slight sense of falling and increase in the engine's pitch signified the ship's movement as the humanoid finally nodded and grabbed one of the handholds in the ceiling.

"You might want to hold on to something," a heavily-synthesized voice said, coming from the humanoid.

Just as Shepard opened his mouth to ask why, the lights suddenly shut off and the ship violently lurched.
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* * *

><p>Searing light burned Shepard's retinas, even through his closed eyelids. He didn't remember closing his eyes or losing consciousness, despite his mind having a bleary fog over it similar to waking from a long sleep.<p>

He didn't have time to wonder as the light suddenly vanished and he began to fall.

Shepard jerked to brace, but he touched ground mere inches later. His stance was already moving, though, and he landed wrong. He stumbled and tumbled forward into something large and heavy, which also fell over. Shepard grunted as something hit into his back seconds later and, as one, the three fell to the ground with a mighty thud.

"Watch it," Wrex growled, as they disentangled from one another.

Shepard pushed himself off the Krogan and tried to stand, but with little success as his legs shook like they were made of jelly.

"Sure thing," he said, "I'll tell gravity to throw me on Garrus next time."

Garrus had fallen off Shepard as he got off Wrex, unceremoniously tumbling to the ground with an almost comical look of a dazed stupor. At the mention of his name, though, the Turian returned to reality.

"You wouldn't want that," Garrus said, shakily getting to his feet, "Turians don't make for very soft landings."

"Speaking of landings," Wrex said, "where in the galaxies are we?"

Blinking away the after-images, Shepard took one look before he said, "I'm not sure I want to know."

They were in a small alcove atop a strange, circular platform with several smaller circles within it. Shepard felt very strange, now that he had calmed, feeling like someone had turned him inside out and then back outside in. He wasn't known for having a weak stomach, but he removed his helmet, just in case.

It was disorienting to find himself somewhere not within that drop-ship. He only remembered the power going out inside of it before... he didn't honestly know what exactly that whole scene with the bright lights and extreme twisting him about had been.

Thankfully, the cubicle they were in was mostly quiet. Outside the alcove, Shepard witnessed a very different scene, far from the quiet of their area.

Within the next area was a huge chamber that put the Presidium to shame, even with a complete lack of décor or pomp. The ceiling stretched way away from the bottom floor, on which countless vehicles rolled and hovered across. He saw familiar and alien vehicles, none of which had any design remotely close to anything produced by the Citadel races or Systems Alliance. The closest things were the various tanks, jeeps, and quad bikes spread here and there, but intermixed were various air- and space-craft with designs completely alien to Shepard. And then there was those sleek craft that were off the charts on those counts. Purple, blue, and violet-colored metals made up the majority of the various vehicles of the other kind.

The thought of mercenaries was discarded immediately owing to the mirror-like shine most vehicles had attained through careful attention and protocol. Even those vehicles that weren't spick and span had a mostly-new look about them, even those with their parts scattered around haphazardly. Dodging between the vehicles were figures that were too distant to discern any features.

Catwalks stretched across the chamber, upon which Shepard could see figures of unknown species walking as well. There were platforms between the catwalks at regular intervals, upon which was machines that looked very much like exercise equipment.

Set into the walls by the edge-running walks were countless alcoves not much smaller than the one Shepard and his team now occupied. The difference between them was these other alcoves contained some sort of machine that was made up of a series of connected rings and apparatus with a purpose unknown to Shepard. These cubbies stretched the entire length of the chamber, ending only at the far, far end wall, barely visible to him.

But of particular interest to Shepard was a familiar shape with black, white, and yellow markings. Its back-swept engines were iconic and unmistakable, however should doubt remain, the _SSV Normandy_ inscribed on the side confirmed the ship's identity.

How did the _Normandy...?_

A hum behind them interrupted Shepard's thoughts and they whipped around.

Four of the pads shot golden rings into the air, and the rings started fluctuating rapidly. From within the rings, the forms of four aliens began to take shape. Four of them Shepard recognized, most especially Goliath, though the pair of large aliens and black-armored humanoid were still very foreign to them.

The shocker was the fifth alien.

While not as tall as the sinewy giants, this other alien still came close in height. Covering most every other part of the alien's body was a sleek armor, ocean blue and silvery-white. The only parts of this creature not covered by the smooth lines of its armor was small parts of its two-toed feet, its shins and calves, a small part of its mid-section, its two-fingered-two-thumbed hands, the front of its neck and its face.

Shepard almost stepped back when he saw the beast's face. The extreme difference between this and the other two species with him were expected by this point, but that didn't make its fierce construction any more settling.

Its mouth was a set of four mandibles and an upper jaw, all lined with teeth that could take even an Elcor's skin apart. The slight hunch in its form lent an even more threatening air to it, and the rippling musculature of its anatomy made Shepard feel threatened by the thing's very presence.

It came, then, as a pretty good shock when this creature put a fist to its right pectoral, closed its eyes and mandibles, and bowed its head slightly to Shepard. Raising its head, it locked eyes with Shepard.

"Welcome, Neo-Reclaimer, to the _UCS Infinite Atonement._ I must apologize for the lack of answers while in transit; when dealing with the Flood, there can be no chances of failure," the alien said.

"No, just stop," Shepard said, holding his hand up, "just stop with the tourist-y stuff, stop with the holding my hand, and PLEASE stop acting as if I know what the hell is going on!"

The alien's head twitched back in surprise as its mandibles and eyes opened slightly. It, or he if his voice was anything to go by, tilted his head in inquiry.

"I'm... sorry, but I don't understand what the grievance is," he said, "was it something I did?"

"Yes," Garrus said, "you had the nerve to go and exist without having the decency to tell anyone. It'd be nice to know if you or your friends would crop up, don't you think so?"

"I am not sure what you are getting at," the blue-armored alien continued.

"Maybe," the black-armored humanoid said, "I could help you in that regard Nepho."

The black-armored being reached up to its helmeted head and pulled upwards, sliding the carapace off its head. Shepard readied himself for another shocking alien species that, on any other day, would make him laugh with the oddity of it all. There was those two, hulking worm-things, this armored alien (Nepho, apparently), and even the friendly Geth. In that split-second before the humanoid's face was revealed, Shepard was making guesses as to how this alien would look. Its voice gave nothing away, unless that heavy synthesizing of its voice wasn't artificial. Or, there was always the possibility that it was something like the Hanar or Elcor, needing a voice-box for speech.

It was with extreme surprise that Shepard saw red hair, tan Caucasian skin, and a very-human woman's face.

Shepard, Wrex, and Garrus all stepped back simultaneously. Undead zombie aliens, Shepard could handle, but a human in foreign armor wasn't something he was ready for. Nothing in all his experience would have prepared him to see a face so familiar in gear so alien. It was as shocking as the Flood, if not more so.

Immediately, he questioned if the Systems Alliance had known about these aliens and the non-hostile Geth, and that was why there was a human standing in front of him now. But the armor she wore was so completely and utterly different from Alliance hard-suits that she could have easily been a tentacle-headed monstrosity with the same amount of shock.

The woman turned to the tall alien, Nepho, and said, "I can take it from here, Nepho," and to the others, "you're all dismissed."

"Affirmative," Goliath said, walking away. The pair of monstrous aliens grunted and began lumbering off, while Nepho did that hand-to-chest-and-head-bow salute and followed. Shepard watched them go a moment before turning back to study the woman.

She was fair, with the shoulder-length red hair and tanned skin. There were a handful of scars crisscrossing her face, but not distracting from her natural beauty. Her eyes were hard-set, though a glint remained in them.

Overall, she was extremely similar to Shepard's own way of carrying himself, he noticed. That and she could have been related.

But he was still having a hard time with the whole alien-turning-out-to-be-human thing.

"It's official, Shepard," Wrex said, "the universe is going insane."

It had been over twenty minutes since the human woman had led them from that device in the room, which she had said was a "Short Range Slipspace Boarding Apparatus," and they were still in that massive chamber. Given, their location was the _Normandy,_ but the walk was turning out to be a long one, even with the moving walkways dispersed across the chamber.

Speaking of the woman, she had said her name was Caroline Mesta, a Staff Sergeant with a division called the "ODSTs."

"So where exactly did you come from?" Garrus said, "you're human, but I'm pretty sure the Systems Alliance wouldn't be keeping the rest of these races a secret from the Citadel."

"Good observation, Turian," Mesta said, continuing on without answering Garrus' question.

Garrus opened his mouth to ask her again, but then the sight of a pair of those hulking worm-monsters killed the question from coming. The ground shook slightly with every one of their foot-steps as they lumbered by, and by the time they were gone, Garrus had forgotten his question.

_By the Spirits, one swing of that shield and the Mako is scrap,_ he thought, painfully reminded of the Mako's end on the Citadel.

While there was no lack of vehicles in this station's bay, the alien and not-so-alien machinery criss-crossing the floor, Garrus was seeing a noticeable quantity of starships and drop-ships.

That is, a quantity of zero.

Garrus turned his head every which way, the missing ships being a slight cause for concern. It wasn't like they had a shortage of space here; if every other vehicle was cleared out, he was sure they could fit a Turian dreadnought or two in here, with space to spare for a squadron of fighters.

While he didn't know where that "Phantom" drop-ship they rode in had gone, Garrus still figured there would be some sort of docking bay for it and the... what was the station called, the _Infinite Atonement..._ station's fighter squadrons. If this chamber wasn't it, then Garrus was lost as to this room's purpose.

Frustrated, Garrus turned his eyes forward. Nothing aboard this station was making sense! Plenty of space to dock ships, but no ships, numerous unknown species, strange vehicles, humans numbered in this mix, and not only that but they seemed thoroughly familiar with the unknown tech and races.

His legs bumped into something and Garrus pitched forward. He stumbled and almost fell, but caught himself just in time. He turned around to glare at whatever object it was, but surprise defused his anger at seeing a rather short, stocky alien that had some sort of mask on its face and tubes leading to the tank strapped to its back.

"Sorry, Judicator!" the small being said, its high-pitched voice almost comical as it scampered off.

"Judicator?" Garrus mumbled as he watched the little alien join his fellows by a violet vehicle.

"It is the name associated with your species role, Turian," a smooth voice said off to Garrus' left, "much like the human Shepard is a Neo-Reclaimer and the Krogan Wrex is called Defender."

Garrus cast his eyes about to where he heard the voice, somewhere his right as he turned back around. But the only sentient beings there were some more of those tall aliens and the short, squeaky ones, while Shepard and Wrex were too far away to have heard it. Nothing that would suggest female.

"Not over there, shell-head," the voice said again, "a little more to your right. Yes, that's it. Keep going, keep going, a little more, and stop."

Garrus still saw no possibilities for the female voice, unless the females and males of those four-mandible aliens looked exactly the same. Or could it have been those strange floating aliens that looked like a grotesque version of human balloons?

"Now look down," the voice came again.

Garrus did so and nearly jumped back in surprise.

Before him was a pedestal, atop which was what appeared to be a blue lady with a lack of...

Garrus turned away when he realized the holographic woman was unclothed.

"No need to be shy," the voice, coming from the holographic blue lady, said. Garrus turned back his head despite his manners, and cleared his throat.

"As I was saying," the holographic lady said, crossing her arms, "each of your species has its true name and a Chosen name. The Chosen name was selected a long time ago by an ancient species that called themselves the Forerunners..."

"Hold on a second, what are you, some kind of advanced VI?" Garrus said.

The probable-VI uncrossed her arms touched some unseen button in front of her. A screen appeared in front of her and she flicked her arms like she was actually selecting options from a menu. She stopped the moving screen in front of her and looked at the contents. Then she looked up at Garrus, amazingly with her face pulled up into a deadpan expression.

That all had taken less than one second.

"Why not guess again, Judicator?" the lady said, "Take another look and think of how this conversation started."

Garrus folded his own arms as well, not willing to give. Whoever had programmed this VI must have had a heck of a sense of humor.

"Very funny, a regular comedian," Garrus said, "since we're talking, why don't you bring up this station's specs? I want to see just how big this place is."

"How about 'no?'" the VI said, re-crossing her arms. "Unless you're one of those 'doesn't take no for an answer' types that I'll need to sic security on."

Garrus held up his hands, hiding his rising surprise. This VI just refused his request without an explanation. Now THAT was weird.

"Okay, I get the sense that it's classified or whatever and you're programming won't let you," Garrus said, "how about an easier..."

"How about instead, I tell you, again, that I'm an Artificial Intelligence, CTN-046 (Cortana's serial number), but you can call me Cortana," the VI said.

Garrus had to flange his mandibles at this. That was twice now...

"What, the cat got your tongue?" Cortana said, "I'll say again: my name's Cortana, you got a name, Judicator, or are you just gonna sit there with your jaw scraping the floor?"

Garrus let his arms fall to his sides as the realization hit home that this Cortana was, indeed, an AI. He breathed in quickly before bringing his breathing under control again.

_Okay, I am now officially calling this crazy,_ Garrus thought.

"I'm Garrus Vakarian and it's a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Cortana," he said, testing the name.

"So the Judicator _does_ have a name," Cortana said. "Now we're making some headway. And don't worry about being left behind by the others; I've already notified Sergeant Mesta of your absence."

_Oh, Tali's going to have a field day with this one,_ Garrus thought, gripping Cortana's projection pedestal.

Wrex was ready to call it a day. Between the discovery of the Geth, the Flood, and these new species, he felt like his brain was set to explode. While it was true he did afford some thought more than most other Krogan, that still didn't mean he was destined for politics among the Citadel. He'd rather bash heads any day.

"Just take us to the Normandy," Wrex said, "I'm tired of all this crap in my head."

"We can take you to your ship if you want," Mesta said.

"I'm pretty sure I can make my own way back," Wrex said, "I'm looking right at it. Besides, what would you need me for? Shepard here's the one that can talk down an angry Elcor."

He stomped away, letting his footsteps fall heavily to the ground with a clang each step.

Wrex didn't know what to think, really. Before he had a pretty solid understanding of the galaxy and species of the Council space, several centuries worth of experience doing a large part in cementing that knowledge.

But then these "Reclaimer" humans show up with not one, but NUMEROUS species never seen before in Council space. Then like they were spitting on the face of probability, they brought completely different technologies to display for them in the form of those strange guns and weird vehicles floating and rolling around this station's vehicle bay.

Wrex didn't even notice when he reached the Normandy's airlock. Neither did he notice the decontamination as it hummed over him.

"And so the prodigal Krogan returns," Joker's voice clanged on Wrex's ears, worsening his mood, "can you tell me anything of the..."

"Later, I'm going to bed," Wrex grumbled, heading to the elevator to do just that.

He was steadily getting the feeling that tomorrow would be worse. And boy was he going to need his energy for that!
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	7. The United Conference of Species

The meeting Sergeant Mesta told Shepard about was several hours yet in coming. This left him time to return to the Normandy, though he was dreading the briefing he was to give everyone about the head-ache-inducing amount of surprises he had been given so far.

Joker was bright and chipper as ever, as Shepard walked in through the air lock.

"It's good to see you intact, Commander, and not, y'know, taken apart and put together into some screwed up part-human-part-split-jaw nightmare," Joker said.

Shepard waved off the quip and continued down the cat-walk through the CIC. He passed the galaxy map and rounded the corner to the conference room, stopping a moment before entering. He looked towards the airlock, wondering what was taking Garrus so long.

As he wandered into the conference-comm room, he started wondering what was keeping the Council from making their call again to keep their leash on him. Shepard could save them several times over from Geth attacks, but still they'd be keeping tabs on him like some pup.

He stopped in front of the holo-comms and paused for a moment. He thought of the first time he had entered this room, seeing only the Turian Spectre, Nihlus. Reaching to the holo-platforms, Shepard grasped the rails on them and leaned over them, shaking his head at the last few hours.

Shepard released a breath he had been holding, turning his thoughts from that memory and back to the present. That almost was a mistake as his mind started to remind him of the number of strange beings and machinery he had seen. None of the architecture was familiar, none of the tech close to what he knew, and it all felt like it had come straight from the gods themselves throwing it on Shepard's plate and laughing at the confusion he now felt.

He continued pondering this as the conference room doors opened and a pair of footsteps approached. Shepard wasn't like Joker who could know who someone was by their footsteps, but it was obvious that it wasn't Wrex coming in. The Krogan Battlemaster had a heavy step unique to most Krogan. So that put him out of the...

"A credit for your thoughts, Commander?"

So Garrus had returned finally.

"They run for a hundred each, 'cause coherent ones are a rare commodity right now," Shepard said, turning to face Garrus and leaning against the holo-comms again. "If you've got any sort of light to shed on the subject, my ears are open."

"Heh, you and me both," Garrus said, easing into a seat. "While I do admit it is pretty astounding to have stumbled onto several non-hostile races unknown to the Citadel, I think I would rather prefer my First Contacts served up a little slower."

"The galaxy isn't that merciful," Shepard said.

Silence descended between the two of them for a moment, Shepard's mind then turning to that burning question that had been set into his mind since Virmire and his conversation with Sovereign. From that moment that he learned the truth of the Reapers, he swore to warn all those that would listen.

But would this assembly of races blow him off like the Council before?

Shepard huffed, pessimism beginning to color his every thought, for the first time in his life. He shook his head at nothing in particular and left his position by the holo-platforms. Groaning from the impending headache that would likely spawn from this line of thinking, Shepard sat down by Garrus.

"To be honest with myself," Shepard said, "I am starting to even wonder if this galaxy is worth saving."

"Shepard that's... that's kinda harsh, don't you think?" Garrus said, "I mean, sure there's a lot of examples in this galaxy that would make you lose faith in it, and I am pointing at the Council as the main perpetrators in that regard."

"It just seems there's a lot more people that would deny the threat out of fear than are those that would realize what needs to be done," Shepard said.

"Then, Commander, don't you think you owe it to those few people that would listen to warn them?" Garrus said.

Shepard thought on that a moment before formulating an answer. While it was true he was tiring of feeling like the galaxy was solely on his back, having this knowledge of the Reapers left an obligation to him that he could not slough onto the spine of another. This responsibility was Shepard's and Shepard's alone to bear.

"So, what do you say, Commander Isaac Shepard of the Alliance Navy?" Garrus said, drawing out the title into an overly-grandiose resonance.

Then, suddenly, Shepard saw he wasn't alone. He had the whole of his squad and crew behind him, if no one else, and the weight on his shoulders suddenly didn't feel so great. The burden of telling may have been his, but the support of his friends would be enough to get him through it all.

He stood with a new resolve and thudded Garrus on the back.

"We're going to keep warning those that have ears," Shepard said, "even if we all go to our graves being the only ones who truly know."

"That's the Shepard we all know," Garrus said, thumping him on the back.

"Now I just have to figure out how to break the news to these guys and not look crazy," Shepard said.

"With your track record of explosive endings? They'd be wise to think differently," Garrus said.

Far below the cat-walk, Tali could see sparks flying and heard the many sounds of machinery. There wasn't a lot of noise, as the robotic giants she saw being assembled were mostly complete and only welding sparks made a visual presence.

Though Tali's head was spinning far too much to take much notice to such activities. Nepho had revealed that his species, as well as that of the other seven unfamiliar aliens, had come from an alternate timeline in which nothing was similar, save for the majority of humanity's home system. There were no Council or non-Council species, as there wasn't even a Citadel. Along that path, Nepho revealed a lack of Protheans, Eezo, and Mass Relays.

"But Eezo is the very basis on which all FTL travel is even possible!" Tali said, her voice straining at the impossibility.

"Regardless," Nepho said, "the races of my universe have managed to develop an alternate method in the absence of your 'mass effect' enabled technology. Ironically, it was this same technology that enabled this alternate dimensional jump."

"You mentioned something about 'Slipspace' earlier," Garrus jumped in, "what exactly does that entail?"

"Slipstream space, or Slipspace, is a specific set of seven dimensions existing in a very small bundle. By moving matter from the three "normal" space dimensions to Slipstream space, one effectively changes the laws of physics for that piece of matter," Nepho said. "Our form of FTL is the utilization of these dimensions to 'slip' through the barriers that laws of physics have. The Slipspace drives are essentially keys that open the path for any ship of any size to enter. There are a few disadvantages, such as the necessity of proper shielding..."

In short, Tali struggled to grasp this alternate method of FTL travel, much less the species they met.

Their Sangheili guide, a 'Nepho Lehontee' who had been the pilot of the dropship that extracted Shepard, Garrus, and Wrex, gazed down along with the rest of the Normandy crew, with a very definite glisten in his eyes that Tali was familiar with. And she agreed with Nepho's likely feelings:

These machines were works of art.

Shepard, though, seemed slightly oblivious to it.

"So, explain to me again why our 'meeting' isn't with the Senators of the Conference," Shepard said, an edge of impatience in his voice.

Nepho took it in stride, shaking his head and opening his mandibles in a smile.

"It is, Neo-Reclaimer," Nepho said, "they wish to make a review of Project 'Titan.'"

"Then, where are they?"

"Coming. But I might as well tell you of the Titans as we wait," Nepho said, eyes remaining locked on the mechs.

"These units you see before you are representative of the three chassis class: the Ogre is the heavy, the Stryder is the speedster, and the Atlas is the jack-of-all-trades. Along with that, they each have a select group out of the currently-produced weaponry they are most effective with, though each class can wield any of the Titan firearms. Despite these differences, though, every Titan was designed to combat the Flood, though an experienced pilot may have similar success with other enemy types."

"An Anti-Flood fighting machine, huh?" Shepard said, "where were they earlier?"

"The Titans would not have survived the deployment," Nepho said, "but now I'd say they're pretty close to completion."

"And not a moment too soon, either. We need all the help we can get in the fight for the galaxy."

"MY ARBITER!" Nepho said, quickly stooping down and bowing to the gold-armored Sangheili approaching them. To Tali, the gold embellishments would've been fine, but the cape was a little too extravagant.

"Relax, Science Major, you need not wait on tradition here," the Arbiter said, helping the younger, blue-and-silver armored Sangheili up. "We have far more pressing matters to attend to."

"Yes, Arbiter," Nepho said, sliding out of the larger Sangheili's way.

"But for all our preparations and technology," the Arbiter said, "we still lack allies that are natives to this universe.

"Which brings me to why I called you and your whole squadron down here, Commander Isaac Shepard," the Arbiter said, stepping forward and laying a heavy hand on Shepard's shoulder.

"Just back up a second and hold on a moment: allies?" Shepard said, "you've got an entire space station full of troops, technology, and advancement unlike anything I've seen before in Council space! Not even Noveria or the entire Terminus systems have this sort of progress! And not to mention that you've somehow tamed the Geth to be your personal..."

"Truth be told, they are our allies, but the AI can only do so much," the Arbiter said, "even our most advanced AI, Cortana, can go so far before she requires assistance."

Tali's attention snapped from the mechs below and locked onto the gold-armored alien. It had almost slipped her attention, but had he just said...?

"Regardless," Shepard pressed on, "why do you need the help of my crew and myself?"

Slowly, Tali's hand drifted to her holster where her pistol rested. These races had AI? That couldn't bode well for them at all. Faintly, she wondered on the possibility of stealing one of those "Titans," but discarded the idea immediately. They weren't the ticket out from here. She ran over what she had seen when Nepho lead them from the Normandy, but discarded the vehicle bay as well. While there had been no lack of transportation, it all required either ground or atmosphere to operate.

"There's a darkness coming, Shepard," the Arbiter said, his voice distant and so forlorn that Tali was momentarily pulled from her tract of thought, "we know the Flood, how it operates, what it is capable of, and know our capabilities, but there is a foreboding within me that there is yet something unknown out there."

The Arbiter gazed over everyone else, locking eyes with Tali a second longer than the others.

"In every universe, there is light. For every beacon of light, there are shadows in opposition to it. In our universe, it is the Flood. Never has there been a foe as voracious and brutal as they and their leader, the Gravemind," the Arbiter said.

Nobody said a word, transfixed on the Sangheili's word for various reasons. For Tali's part, she was searching this being for any shadow of doubt that he had their interests in mind.

"We have done all we can to study this enemy of sentient life," the Arbiter continued, "but for all that, there are so many unknowns we cannot hope to account for: what will the enemy's strength be? What evolutions will the Flood have experienced? What new technologies has it adapted for its own use? There is only one way we can answer for those questions, and that is strength in technology, morale, and numbers."

"Well, it doesn't look like your people are lacking in tech or rapport," Ashley said, "and judging from the size of this space station, I'd say you have the numbers."

"Station? No, Neo-Reclaimer, the _UCS Infinite Atonement_ is a dreadnought."

It was then that Tali experienced an event that occurred so rarely in her life that she could count the instances on one hand; one Quarian hand. The only other times she even recalled such an event even coming close to how she now felt were when she was still a small child, learning how mass effect worked, and meeting the formerly-extinct Rachni on Noveria just last month.

Her analytical mind stopped working.

"Now if you all will follow me, we shall go to the Conference Chambers and I will explain as much as I can on the way."

Thankfully, the Arbiter did explain. To the shock of everyone, the Sangheili informed them that this ship was one of many in a fleet they were currently being transported by. Turns out that not a single ounce of eezo was to be found in any of the technology of the UCS. It made sense, given how huge this ship was and the weapons that Goliath had given them for use.

However, to Garrus' chagrin, these explanations included the AI he spoke to. He had been planning on breaking it softly to Tali, but that plan had crumbled when the Arbiter mentioned it off-hand and Garrus noticed Tali tense up noticeably.

And then Liara asked, "but how do you know so much of us? You say this is fleet has only been in our dimension little more than three months."

"That was one of the first things we tasked our AIs with, data..."

"WHAT!?" Tali shrieked, hand on her pistol again.

"Yes, our Artificial Intelligence," the Arbiter said, not even flinching at the shouting Quarian, "while obviously different in many ways, they are very much our friends and allies, proving to be valuable to our cause."

Here, the Arbiter stopped before a set of large, ornately-designed doors and turned to the Normandy crew.

"I am sure any prejudice against synthetic life will be put to the side for the time that we will be working together," the Arbiter said before keying the door open. "As I was saying, our AIs hacked into your galaxy's network and discovered your encyclopedia of basically everything. We distributed this 'codex' to all personnel..."

Garrus heard the unspoken "or else" in that statement and turned to Tali, growing slightly anxious for the Quarian girl. This could easily blow up later on, that much was certain from the angry expression Garrus could see in Tali's glowing eyes.

He turned his gaze back to the Arbiter as the Senator stepped past the threshold of the door and into the room beyond. A light illuminated the chamber beyond, appearing as if it were in motion to a degree. Then the Arbiter all but spit on the laws of physics when he stepped into the light and shot upwards faster than his eyes could follow.

Ashley, who was just behind Shepard, stopped short just before the pillar of light, her unease quite apparent.

Garrus, always the opportunist, tapped her lightly on the shoulder.

"You're not gonna let a shiny, laser elevator scare you off, are you?" Garrus said.

"Please," Ashley said, almost throwing herself into it. She disappeared in similar fashion with nothing more than a prolonged grunt.

Then it was Garrus' turn. Despite his words to Ashley, he had some reservations himself of this mode of transportation. But, for all the "what ifs" out there, his pride demanded he not lose a moment more and step into the light immediately.

He did so and was overcome with an instantaneous feeling of weightlessness. It completely blind-sided his expectations from how Ashley and Shepard reacted.

"By the Spirits!" Garrus yelled as he realized he was moving at an impossible speed. Suddenly, he was slowing, though he couldn't feel it. A doorway approached, just large enough for the largest of the aliens on this ship to get through, and it dawned on him that his trajectory was aiming him right at it.

He wasn't much for prayer, but Garrus began muttering one for his body to remain as it was and not a smear on the deck or bulkhead.

And just like that, gravity took hold right as he realized he was standing in front of a large, ornate door next to Shepard. Ashley was a distance away, bent over and dry-heaving. Garrus blinked, confused and also feeling a little sick. There had been no transition between being within the pillar and exiting into this doorway.

"You alright, Garrus?" Shepard said.

"I... think so," he said, head beginning to throb, "I just hope their explanation will alleviate this headache I'm starting to get."

"That makes three of us," Ashley said between heaves.

It was almost like the UCS was taunting them.

In the large chamber, the entire crew of the Normandy sat on the audience seats facing those of the ten Senators that made up the United Conference of Races. Garrus recognized the Arbiter and the holographic form of that AI, Cortana. He chanced a look at Tali next to him, who he saw was clenching her fists with a barely controlled hatred and trying to glare daggers through the three synthetic intelligences in the room. Garrus' attention, though, was divided between Tali's silent stare-down and one of those worm-like aliens (Mgalekgolo, he had been told) sitting in a Senator seat, with a more decorative armor than those he had seen. He hadn't known those shields and big guns could be made to look so graceful.

But the infuriating fact remained that there was yet another AI in attendance sitting next to a Geth. The other AI wasn't holographic, but more like the Geth with a synthetic body. But the differences were blatantly obvious.

Where the Geth's anatomy was faintly similar to their Creators, this robot had a blockier appearance, though graceful in its own way. Sitting down as it was, Garrus could only see it from the torso up, which was supported only by a spinal bar with four tubes symmetrically placed around its chest and back, likely pathways for hydraulic fluids.

At the end of its arms, very-human hands held the podium as it prepared to speak. Its head looked faintly similar to one of Shepard's paper books he kept in his library, with the robot's "mouth" partway on the end, and two triangular "eyes" on the upper part of the "face." Off the back of its head piece, two bars extended, likely some sort of wireless receptor and transmitter.

"Welcome, crew of the Normandy and Senators of the Conference," the robot said in a strong, though low voice reminiscent of the Arbiter, "this meeting has assembled for the purpose of explanation of the UCS's history and agreements of dispatch. The Geth Representative, designation 'Chronicle,' will present the voice of the Geth, and I am TAR-558, designation 'Spyglass,' acting moderator for this meeting."

And it was the moderator, to boot.

"The floor is now yours, Senator Hood," Spyglass said.

"Thank you, Spyglass," the human Senator said, clearing his throat where he sat next to the Arbiter. "Now, I'll cut right to the point and make one thing clear to the crew of the Normandy: the UCS is from an alternative timeline with different technologies, morals, and laws. Any issues with any aspect of this union need to be put aside if the galaxy is to survive."

"Survive? Even with how aggravating it is to fight off the pyjacks, four of us still managed to hold it off," Wrex said, "Just let my people get their blood-rage going and there you have it: no more Flood."

"As appealing as that sounds, Urdnot Wrex, the Conference will have to turn down your offer," Senator Hood said, "this enemy isn't like any typical enemy you've faced before; every casualty on our side adds to their numbers."

"Whoever designed this life form is either the most insane maniac either of our galaxies has seen, or someone really doesn't want their superiority bested," Liara said.

Garrus and Shepard shared a glance that asked, _sound familiar?_

"Here's what I'd propose," Joker said, "just take a nuke and fry the bastards."

"That, actually, was one of humanity's original tactics in the early days in our war with the Flood," the age-heavy alien Senator, a San 'Shyuum if Garrus' memory served correctly, "and not terribly off from the Old Covenant's own method of glassing the area the Flood inhabited."

Before anyone could get another question in, though, the ape-like Senator, a "Jiralhanae," heaved his hammer up and smashed it into the table with a mighty crash, silencing all conversation.

"I advise the Senators of the Conference and guest representatives return to the purpose of the meeting," Spyglass said. Despite the 'bot's soft-spoken comment, everyone shut their mouths.

"Thank you," Senator Hood said, "now, to provide you all with the answers you've likely been in want of for a good while now. It started with the Great War between humanity and the Covenant Empire..."

After the disastrous First Contact at Harvest, the UNSC found itself in conflict with an assembly of alien races more advanced, more numerous, and more hardy than humanity. In every aspect, they had already surpassed us.

World after world fell to their methods of extermination, "glassing," we called it. It wasn't enough for them to merely put us down, but they turned their plasma artillery on the planet itself and burned every inch to a crisp.

At first, humanity believed itself lost to a savage group of monsters that sought no prisoners, but supremacy in the galaxy and the extermination of all lesser forms. After all, we were in a fight for our lives against an enemy that knew no surrender, and would only accept the complete extinction of humanity as terms of surrender. We were forced into unity if we were to remain alive as a species.

But that all changed when one of their fighters crashed on our military stronghold on Reach. It was around New Year's Day in 2538 that an outpost spotted an incoming Covenant Seraph. It was strange and intensely suspicious. It initially appeared that the Seraph was a suicide bomber, but the trajectory placed it in the hills several miles away. The next possibility they thought of was that it was a landing party scouting out a plan of attack. But scans revealed the Seraph to be heavily damaged with damage from weapons of the Covenant.

When it crashed, we sent out parties to capture whoever was inside. We found nothing more than a solitary soldier, a Sangheili Major, unconscious in the pilot's seat. Despite several broken bones and a possible concussion, the Sangheili was in surprisingly good shape. The Office of Naval Intelligence was interested in the Sangheili for interrogation, and by extension, so was the UNSC. Usually when we captured any Covies, they revealed nothing more than their usual religious beliefs, that "humans were a blight on the galaxy, and the Forerunners demand their extermination."

So you can imagine our surprise when this Sangheili not only didn't spout the usual speech, but requested permission to work with us.

For once, ONI didn't know what to do with him. Every agent that approached him not only got what they looked for about the Covenant, but quite a bit about his personal life. They initially believed this Sangheili to be a decoy of some sort, planted by the Covenant to destroy the UNSC from the inside out. But that theory was discredited almost right away when the Sangheili provided working plans for Covenant Slipspace technology, weaponry, shielding, and a plentiful number of other helps.

Despite his cooperation, it still took a while for the higher-ups to learn to trust him. The Sangheili was surprisingly quiet about why the Covenant wanted humanity dead so badly. Every time someone asked him why, he would only say, "Because they are Heretics, following a Blasphemer." We also asked him about the Forerunners past prisoners spoke of, only to receive another cryptic answer: "Those that I used to believe as our salvation."

Eventually, the Sangheili revealed the meaning behind his enigmatic responses. He told us of the Covenant's gods, an ancient race of aliens with highly advanced technology who were called the Forerunners. The Covenant believed themselves to be the Inheritors of all the technological treasures of the Forerunner.

Then, this Sangheili revealed that he found that the leadership of the Covenant, called Prophets, had been hiding a truth since First Contact with humanity. They have these scanners specifically tuned to scan for artifacts left behind by the Forerunner. The truth this Sangheili discovered was two-part; humanity was, in fact, the true Inheritors of the Forerunner legacy. While this was shocking itself, the other part left the Sangheili furious and questioning his own faith: the Prophets knew the humans were the Inheritors, and they started a war to take the legacy for themselves...

"... so, this Sangheili proposed an infiltration mission to either expose the lie or silence the perpetrators of it," Senator Hood said. "The mission's results were... mixed. While the reality of the lie was enough to turn many, still more denied the truth of it, and a Civil War began. The war lasted for five more years, ending only upon the discovery of a Forerunner ring-world, called Halo. There, the Covenant Heretics released the Flood in a misguided search for any advantage to destroy Humanity and the Covenant that allied itself with us. The Flood destroyed the Heretics and then turned on the Covenant that was allied with Humanity as well as Humanity itself. We eventually pulled back and attacked Halo itself to contain the Flood, utilizing both Covenant glassing beams and Humanity's MACs. In the end, the Flood's Proto-Gravemind escaped with an entire ship from the Heretic Covenant, filled with Flood forms, and we've been hunting them ever since."

"You still haven't explained how you or the Flood got here to our universe," Shepard said, crossing his arms.

"Easily explained," the Arbiter said, "among the many things left behind by the Forerunners was an artifact buried in the outskirts of an Earth city called New Mombasa. During our hunt for the Flood, we made the error of believing it wouldn't attack our home worlds. But, we failed to see how desperate the Gravemind would be once we destroyed most of his forces. It came down to one last Flood-infected ship, which contained the Flood leader. While we knew there was one left, we did not know where it was. The Gravemind answered that question for us by attacking New Mombasa. In the newly-born UCS's possession, we had a Forerunner Keyship and thought to use its armaments against the Flood. When we landed it near the artifact's location and energized all of its systems, the artifact itself activated, creating a Slipspace portal. Whatever the artifact's original purpose, it was altered by a few overzealous humans who thought to use the artifact as a weapon against the Flood. They failed to notice the increase in the portal's gravitational pull. The majority of the defense fleet was pulled in after the Flood ship, and we found ourselves here."

"Though, thankfully, we didn't come unprepared," Cortana said, "the years of our war with the Flood were filled with not just fighting it but coming up with anti-Flood technology and advancing Humanity's under-prepared own to match their alien allies. Even today, we're still coming up with solutions. The Titan Project is one of our foremost projects."

"And despite all this," Ashley said, "you still need our help."

"That is true," the Arbiter said, "while we grow more powerful by the day, so does the Flood, and while our numbers hold steady at a respectable amount, the Flood is no doubt hunting for more species to infect and bring into their ranks."

"So what is your plan to combat this?" Shepard asked, pretty sure he already knew the answer.

"An alliance that has been seen in our galaxy, but not yet in yours," the Arbiter said, "while the people of your universe number many more than we, there is a significant fissure between each of your species. The Krogan, we have noticed, are a prime example of this. While we agree that the genophage may have been necessary in the period it was deployed..."

Garrus noticed Wrex sit up a little straighter.

"...three hundred years is plenty of time for it to have run its course," the Arbiter said. "There are many more examples, but I am sure you all know of these."

That certainly caught Garrus' attention, but there was still a reservation he had of this plan.

"I just want to know how you'll convince the Council of the Flood's threat," Garrus said, "the Council is very concerned with maintaining peace in the galaxy, even so far as to deny any disturbers of that peace as mere myth and fact. They do it with the Reapers, so I don't see what's stopping them from doing the same..."

"Excuse the interruption, but 'Reapers?'" the small alien Senator, an Unggoy, squeaked.

Garrus looked over at Shepard and they exchanged a look as if to say, _now's a good time as any._

"Yes, the Reapers," Shepard said, standing from his seat. Garrus could see him bracing himself for the Conference of Senators to deny his claims already. "They are an ancient race of sentient AI that are responsible for the disappearance of the Protheans, an advanced race much like your Forerunners. Originally, we had believed the Protheans were the ones that had made the advances in eezo-technology that make the current lifestyle of the galaxy plausible."

The Senators said nothing, every single one's attention on Shepard.

"But it was the Reapers that had created all the technology," he continued, "we don't know why, but the Mass Relays and the Citadel were created as a trap to herd any space-bound races along a line of technological development that could be exploited by the Reapers, the masters of this technology."

All the Senators took on facial expressions of varying degrees of fear. While those like Hood and the Arbiter remained stoic, the ape-like Senator, a Jiralhanae, growled and tightened his grip on his large hammer and the Unggoy Senator held his claws to his face, making low squeaks of fear.

"Every 50,000 years, the Reapers harvest the advanced races for reasons unknown while leaving other races alone to develop into the next cycle for harvest," Shepard said.

Again, no answer came aside from a shifting in posture from the Senators. While this was definitely better than the Citadel Council interrupting and telling Shepard, very politely, that he was simply insane, it wasn't that much. Who knew what they were thinking?

"The Reapers haven't returned yet because the Citadel is the prime Relay that they utilize in each cycle," Shepard said, "the Protheans before managed to seed a virus into the Citadel's systems that prevent anything from activating the Citadel Relay, apart from the physical hacking of a Reaper. Just around a month ago, that's what a scouting Reaper called 'Sovereign' tried to do. I faced him and, with the help of the Systems Alliance fleet, destroyed him."

Here, the Arbiter held up a hand, putting a stop to Shepard's explanation.

"I believe we've heard enough of that, Shepard," he said.

_And here it comes,_ Garrus said, as the Arbiter looked to either side, communicating a silent signal.

"On account of this new information," the Arbiter said, "I propose that our Anti-Flood projects also take into account information provided by Shepard and his crew about these Reapers. We shall put it to a vote: all Senators that agree, say 'aye.'"

Garrus mouth and mandibles dropped open at not only this, but as each and every Senator replied with a resounding "aye." He looked towards the other crew to see everyone's stunned expression. Even Tali's hardened anger was replaced with befuddlement.

"Very well," the Arbiter said, "and I, too, say 'aye.' And now for the original purpose of this meeting: all Senators that agree on efforts to ally the entire galaxy with our fleet, say so now."

Again, ten voices spoke out in agreement, stunning the Normandy crew.

"Very well," the Arbiter said, "from this day forth, we will not rest, we will not surrender, until the end of the Flood and Reaper threats have passed. We will freely exchange thoughts and ideas with those willing, all in an effort to establish the peace this galaxy rightfully seeks. No barrier is too great that we can't...

"Senators, pardon the interruption," Spyglass said, "but there is an incoming distress beacon from a nearby colony. Reports indicate an absence of the Flood, and there is insufficient data to determine if it is these Reapers. The message is broken but contains keywords that suggest live capture of unarmed civilians."

For a moment, Garrus was sure the Arbiter was to pass it off due to the absence of their enemies. After all, what was one out-of-the-way settlement to these Senators.

Garrus should've seen the surprise coming, and felt like hitting his head after when it did.

"Prepare a strike force to assist," Hood said, "preferably a team of at least three but no greater than nine. If they're ready, get the Titans and their Pilots ready for drop."

"Yes, Senator," Spyglass said, who pressed a button on his consol and said, his voice ringing through speakers, "all personnel report to general quarters. This is not a drill, repeat, this is NOT a drill!"

The mention of battle seemed to wake everyone up. It had seemed so long since their last engagement, even for the trio that had encountered the Flood. The Conference broke up with the Senators leaving rather quickly, but the Arbiter stayed a moment longer. As the Normandy crew started to file out, the Arbiter said, "wait a moment."

"I want your team to go down as well, Shepard," the Arbiter said, "it will give us a chance to see your combat capabilities and for you to see some of ours. You may deploy in whichever manner you wish, though we have our own means should you feel inclined to utilize them."

"Thanks, but I think we'll stick to our own brand of kicking ass for now," said Shepard, before turning to the rest of the team, "Let's move out!"

**IWHBYD**

**Whew, now that all the explaining is done, we can finally get on with what you've all been waiting for: Halo and Mass Effect teaming up to kick some serious butt! Now, who will initially face the wrath of our heroes, that is yet to be revealed/decided. I'm kinda thinking of doing the cop-out with Batarian slavers, but I want to hear your ideas. Who should get their posteriors handed to them? Post your ideas in reviews, and please review with helpful comments if you can.**


	8. AN: NOT DEAD YET

I'M NOT DEAD!

I've been REALLY plugged up on the writer's bloc and haven't had ANY motivation to write for the past half year.

BUT THERE'S GOOD NEWS!

I am finally starting to get my writing mojo back and will slowly start working on these fics again! It'll be slow going as I get back into the swing of things, but updates will happen!

Sorry I made all y'all wait this long for any signs of life, but just bear with me a little longer and I'll finally get these things UPDATED!


End file.
